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      The inside of the room was small enough for Sam to feel his sister approaching, though he could hear her well enough. Mia’s feet thudded across the floorboards, and he glanced up from the book resting in his lap to glare at her.

      “Would you stop that?” he snapped.

      She paused almost perfectly still. He hated when she used her magic to taunt him.

      “Is that better?” She said without moving her lips.

      “Stop that too.”

      “How can I stop both? First, you want me to be quiet, and then you want me to be loud?”

      “I didn’t say be loud.” Sam looked back to the book. It was another he had brought from the small library. He might not have his sister’s connection to magic, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t read about it.

      “What do you have there?” She flopped down in front of him.

      Sam tried not to look at her, but she leaned forward and forced him to pay attention to her. A wide grin spread on her face, and there was a hint of something in her deep blue eyes suggesting a prank in the works.

      “A book.”

      “I can see it’s a book, silly. What one is this?”

      “It’s one Elinorav let me borrow.” He looked up at that, meeting her gaze, waiting for her to question him. It wasn’t quite that Elinorav had let Sam borrow it. “You could read them too. With your potential, you might actually learn something useful.”

      “I’ve tried reading what he brings you, but I’m not interested. Besides, you’re the one who wants to go to the Academy.”

      Sam couldn’t deny his interest—though he doubted he ever could go to the Academy. Not from the Barlands. They didn’t take their type. “There are two problems with that,” he began. “Not only do I not have any magic, but I’m also too old to get chosen.”

      “You’re only seventeen. That’s not old for anything!”

      She tucked her knees up to her chest, wrapped her arms around them, and began to rock in place while humming softly. Even that was done to annoy him.

      “Do you have to do that here?” he sighed.

      “Where else would you have me do it?” She swept her gaze around, and Sam sighed.

      The room was tiny. The school was tiny and not nearly large enough for the number of students, but out here, near the edge of the Barlands, no one really cared much for trying to teach anyone anything. Sam was thankful for the small room that permitted him enough space to at least have a chance to read on his own, not that Mia would ever understand.

      “I don’t care what you do; just do it somewhere else,” he grumbled.

      She laughed and continued rocking, singing softly. For all he knew, it was a song of power. Mia had a natural ability Sam didn’t, a talent he could only study. It was the reason he spent as much time as he did reading. If he could find even a little way to use power, he could at least be useful for their father.

      Sam turned his attention back to the book, positioning it near the lantern resting on the table next to him. Between the lantern and the fire in the hearth, he had plenty of reading light.

      This book was one of Elinorav’s newest additions. It described how various chemicals could be mixed together to create alchemy, something that wouldn’t even require any natural ability. Though, as Elinorav often liked to tell him, having natural ability made everything easier.

      “What does this one do?” Mia asked.

      “It’s a book. It doesn’t do anything.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “You don’t have to keep asking me questions, you know.”

      “I want to ask questions. That’s the only way I learn.”

      “That’s not the only way you can learn.”

      He shook his head as he looked over the book at her. At fourteen, she still didn’t attempt to develop what were obvious natural abilities. Things like freezing mid-step. That was something he couldn’t even begin to attempt, but she did it without trying. If what he’d read about magic was right, she could easily be accepted into the Academy and study there, and from what Sam had read of those who came through the Academy, she’d be given more opportunities than he could even imagine.

      There would certainly be more opportunities if either of them hadn’t stayed out here. The edge of the Barlands was difficult and brutal, and there was a part of Sam that longed for the safety of the capital city of Tavran. Though were Sam honest, it wasn’t the city that he cared about. It was the Academy.

      “Why won’t you talk to me?” she asked, dragging her chair closer to his and leaning over and looking at his book.

      Sam suppressed the frustration. “Just enjoy the fire while you have it, won’t you?”

      She turned to the fire. “It’s a little too hot.”

      “Too hot?” He shook his head, laughing to himself. Only Mia would feel a fire to be too hot. Then again, with her magic, it was possible that she didn’t feel things the same way. It was entirely possible that she couldn’t.

      She shrugged. “Well, it is. At least for me.”

      “Was he done?”

      Mia flicked her gaze to the door leading out of the school, toward the back classrooms. Sam had already learned most of this material, which allowed him to read more. He always found himself drawn to books on natural materials, plants and medicines and the things that could be done with them. There was a power and knowledge, and it was that power which Sam wanted nothing more than to be able to reach. In his mind, if he could understand things that no one else did, there was a possibility that he might have a certain kind of magic himself.

      “Nearly. Though, to hear him tell of it, he still had quite a bit he wanted to show us.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to make of it, though. I know you could probably teach the class yourself.”

      “Don’t say that to Devon.”

      Mia twisted so she could look toward the door. Her legs remained tucked into her chest. And she claimed she wasn’t cold. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because he gets touchy about those things,” Sam said. “You know that as well as I do.”

      “You would think he’d be pleased as punch that he has somebody who is learning as much as you are from him.”

      “It’s not that,” Sam said, shaking his head.

      How could she understand? There were times when he wished he could have that simple innocence again.

      A pounding at the door caught his attention, and Sam looked to it.

      “What do you think that is?” Mia asked. “It’s too early for anyone to come for—”

      The door came thundering open. A pair of soldiers stood in the doorway. They were a common enough sight these days, especially since Olway had annexed his home village of Erstan. They were damp and dirty.

      Dirty.

      That thought rang alarm bells and Sam’s mind, and he grabbed for Mia but was too late. One of the soldiers was there, already grabbing her and dragging her away.

      “Sam?” She asked. Her voice was thin, shaking with fear.

      “It’s going to be fine,” he said.

      When they grabbed for him, he didn’t fight.

      “Where are they taking us?” she asked as the soldiers shoved them through the door, outside of the small, ragged school on the edge of Erstan.

      Sam raised a hand to silence her, but one of the soldiers shoved him hard, and Sam staggered forward, stumbling and landing near the corner of the school.

      He scrambled to his feet, but not quickly enough. Rough hands grabbed him and thrust him forward again. It took all of Sam’s effort not to stumble again, and he staggered toward his sister, trying to keep up with her. If they got separated…

      Sam wouldn’t allow it.

      He stumbled toward her again, trying to keep pace.

      Mia shivered in the dampness. It wasn’t a heavy rain like they often got, but it was a steady drizzling. Had it been heavier, he would’ve heard it from inside, and he would’ve probably felt the effects in the hearth, the water draining down the chimney, threatening to put out the fire, leaving smoke trailing into the room.

      Distantly, thunder rumbled, followed by a crackle of light. It sent a shiver through Sam, and he resisted the urge to look behind him.

      “Kal blasted storms,” one of the soldiers muttered and shoved Sam forward again.

      He reached the edge of a wagon and knew what he had to do. He climbed on. He helped his sister up, looking to see that it was empty.

      But it wouldn’t be for long.

      “Where are they taking us?” she asked again.

      “I don’t know,” he lied.

      These days, ever since Erstan had been annexed, there was only one thing Olway cared about. The mines. Mia might be too young to go to the mines, but Sam wasn’t, something he was acutely aware of. And the soldiers didn’t care one way or another so long as there was a steady supply of bodies heading there. What did they care if they grabbed a couple of poor street kids? He could practically feel their disregard for him. It seemed to emanate from them.

      He pulled his sister close. Three others were dragged from the school. Boldan was a few years younger than Sam and muscular. He would have been a prize for the soldiers. Geld and Vestahr were both about Mia’s age. Neither of them were terribly large. The rest of the students inside the school were all younger than them.

      The wagon jerked to a start. One of the soldiers climbed on the back, looking at each of them with darkness, before tilting his helm forward as if to protect himself from the drizzling rain.

      Mia sat upright.

      Sam knew before she even did anything that she intended to do. He rested a hand on her arm, shaking his head.

      “I can help,” she mouthed.

      “You do that, and they realize what you can do…”

      He didn’t have to explain further. Magic wasn’t uncommon in the heart of Olway. Not that Sam would ever know. But out here near the Barlands, they would believe that they were tied up in something worse. Something darker. The Nighlan. The soldiers would be more likely to kill them than to praise them.

      “Just sit back,” he said, tapping her on the arm, trying to calm her.

      Mia stared, though she didn’t say anything more. Sam could feel the irritation bubbling within her. He was the source of it.

      “I’ll get us free,” he said.

      “How?”

      He looked at the others. Anything that he did would have to help all of them.

      But first… It wouldn’t be all of them.

      Sam wanted to help the others from the school, but it would be him and Mia if he had to choose.

      The wagon rumbled across the rocky ground. The rain cast everything in a dreary gray. He could practically feel the wagons pulling them from the relative safety of Erstan, and the minor comfort of the school, and off toward the terrifying unknown.

      He tried to think about what they could do to get free. It wasn’t going to be easy, but he had to do something. There would be no chance for them to escape once they reached the mines.

      The challenge now was going to be figuring out possibilities.

      Another crack of lightning followed by a rumble of thunder. The soldier muttered again, but he didn’t look up. Sam turned his attention off to the side and looked over the edge of the wagon.

      “Be ready,” he said.

      Mia’s eyes widened. “What are you going to do?”

      Sam shook his head. He didn’t need her betraying him, but he also needed her alert. “What I have to.”

      He made a retching sound and then leaned forward.

      It toppled him out of the wagon, where he crumpled on the ground. He quickly grabbed a fistful of the puke weed he’d seen, shoving a bit into his mouth and gripping more.

      Hands grabbed him and jerked him up.

      Sam wasn’t the largest person. Certainly not large for his age. Living on the street had made him too lean. When he came face-to-face with the soldier, he licked his lips nervously.

      He had swallowed the puke weed, hoping he had taken enough of a dose to make an impact.

      “What do you think you’re doing, boy? Trying to escape?”

      “I’m going to be sick,” he said.

      The soldier shoved him back, grabbed Sam by the face, and twisted his head from side to side. “You look fine. Get back on. Don’t worry. You get paid. Eventually.”

      “Sick,” Sam muttered again.

      “And I said get back on the wagon,” the soldier said. He kicked Sam in the back, which sent him staggering.

      Sam knew that he had to make this look convincing. He wasn’t an actor, but this was a part he had to play. He slowly crawled toward the wagon, though it had only slowed, not stopping completely.

      He handed a fistful of puke weed to his sister, nodding to it, and she glanced down briefly before seeming to recognize his intent. It was a bitter weed and thankfully not poisonous, but it would make them miserable for a time.

      She shoved it into her mouth, turning her head off to the side as she did.

      Now to give some to the other three.

      “You try jumping off the wagon again, and I might have to do more than just kick you,” the soldier said.

      Sam’s stomach already started rumbling.

      Is it enough?

      He had no idea. He had no idea if it would help, only that he could feel his belly starting to grumble, arguing with him. He wasn’t about to do anything other than swallowing it down until the pressure built enough that he had a way out.

      Mia leaned toward him. “Sam? It hurts. We didn’t have to do this. I could get us out.”

      He smiled at her. “I know you could.”

      “I…” She trembled and started twitching.

      He had read about puke weed. He had read about most of the plants that were found in Erstan. The wagon rumbling sent a jolt of pain up his side, through his belly. He tried to ignore it just a little bit longer.

      He couldn’t have himself getting sick before Mia.

      They had to time it right. If he were thrown off the wagon before she succeeded… His stomach churned. As it contracted, he swallowed again, trying to force the nausea down.

      “What are you doing?” The soldier knelt toward him, and he rapped Sam on the leg more sharply than necessary.

      Sam looked up and realized that he was shivering. He was hurting now. “Sick,” Sam said. “Told you.”

      “You said you were going to be sick. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Fever…”

      It was about all that he could get out.

      He leaned forward, and then he did retch.

      It came out as a violent explosion, and he made an attempt to actually try to keep it from spilling all over the soldier but wasn’t completely successful. Some of it splattered on him, and the rest managed to spill out onto the road.

      He still had a fistful of puke weed in his other hand, and as the soldier grabbed him, he tossed it behind him, hoping the others would recognize it. They didn’t need as big a dose. They could take even a few bites, and maybe they could vomit before reaching the mines.

      The soldier slammed Sam in the stomach, causing him to keel over and vomit again.

      A slap across his face was barely felt. The soldier shoved Sam, and he toppled out of the wagon, landing in his own vomit. He tried to roll off to the side when a boot struck him in the belly.

      Then he heard his sister.

      It was a soft wailing sound, a moan that came from her, and he looked up to meet her gaze.

      Then she threw up. The soldier got a face full of vomit.

      Sam tried to get to his feet. The soldier was going to be no less brutal to her than he was to Sam.

      When his fist drew back to strike Mia, Sam was helpless to stop it.

      She cried out, and she toppled off the side of the wagon.

      The wagon toiled to a stop.

      One of the others near the head of the caravan sauntered toward them. Sam tried to remain curled up, looking as helpless as he could. He wanted to reach for his sister, and anger boiled up within him as the soldier casually kicked her in the legs as he came past her before joining the other soldier near the back of the wagon.

      “What happened?”

      “The two little ones were sick,” the soldier said, wiping a hand across his face. The helm had done little to shield him from Mia’s vomit.

      She was shaking. Maybe he’d given her too much. She threw up again, retching violently.

      “Leave them. If we need more, we can always come back, but we can’t have this infecting the rest of the camp.”

      “How many more do we need?”

      “Who knows?” the other soldier said, slapping his hand on the side of the wagon. “They just want the supply of corishan to keep flowing.”

      The wagon started forward.

      Boldan leaned over, and Sam locked eyes with him, trying to tell him without words that he needed to take the rest of the puke weed, but he couldn’t tell if Boldan got the message. He felt helpless, as if he couldn’t do anything right.

      Sam crawled over to his sister, getting close enough to her to grab her, cradling her head as she continued to shake and shiver. He watched as the wagons disappeared, heading into the growing darkness.

      “What happened?” she muttered.

      “They needed people to work the corishan mines,” Sam said. “I’ve heard that they had been sending people into the nearby villages for workers, but I didn’t think they were coming for kids.”

      “I thought they paid,” Mia said.

      “Maybe they would have,” Sam said.

      And would that have been so bad?

      He tried not to think like that, trying to stay positive, but they needed money. Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad for them to of been taken by the mining camp and forced into work.

      But Mia…

      Mia wouldn’t have survived.

      “What now?” Mia asked.

      “We stay until you feel better,” he said. “And then we had back.”

      “What if they come again?”

      “Then we’ll run.”

      “I could have stopped them, you know.”

      Sam sighed deeply. “I know you could have,” he said. “But if you used your magic, there’s no telling what they would’ve done to you. They think any kind of magic is the Nighlan out here.”

      “Maybe they would’ve pulled me into the Academy.”

      “The soldiers?” Sam shook his head. “They wouldn’t have pulled you to the Academy. They wouldn’t have done anything other than hurt you.” He helped her to her feet. They weren’t so far from Erstan now. Thankfully they hadn’t been dragged too far away.

      “What about the others?” Mia continued.

      “I left more of the puke weed behind,” Sam said.

      “We not going to go after them?”

      “How?” Sam asked.

      “I could—”

      Sam raised his hand, cutting her off. “You couldn’t use your magic on them. We’ve already discussed that.”

      She crossed her arms indignantly. “You just don’t want me to.”

      “I want you to learn how to use it the right way,” he pressed. “And I don’t want you to draw the attention of more soldiers. Only the attention of the Academy.”

      “And what will that take?”

      He wished he had an answer for her, but he didn’t.

      “Sam?”

      “Let’s get walking.”

      He knew the answer about what it would take, but it wasn’t one he was going to share with her. Doing so would break some part of her, and he refused to do that to her. She was all he had.

      What they needed was a miracle.
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      They reached the edge of Erstan. From here, the village spread outward. It was like so many other villages near the edge of what was now considered Olway, but what had once been a part of the Barlands. Run down, poor, and filled with people who longed for a different life but were stuck out away from the niceties found deeper in the empire.

      Mia shivered the entire way. Sam had to help her and silently cursed himself for giving her too much of the puke weed. Had he used it a little bit less, she might’ve tolerated it better.

      “How long is this going to last?” she asked as they approached a rundown building. The stone had cracked, crumbling, exposing a massive old wall where a sheet of rusted iron rested up against it.

      “Well, when I read about puke weed, it was a few years ago,” he said. “I should have paid more attention to the dosage.”

      “Dosage?” Mia wrinkled her nose. Some of her color had returned, and she was starting to act a little bit more like herself. “Why would you need to dose this at all?”

      “Some people use it to help with poisoning.”

      “To help with it?” She shook her head. “How in Kal’s name would this help with a poisoning? It seems to me that it’s more likely it would kill someone.”

      “It’s not toxic,” he said. At least, Sam didn’t think it was toxic. He’d have to go back to the library and search for that book again. Usually, he remembered most of the things that he read, but from time to time, he came across some areas that he didn’t study as hard as he should. Mostly because he didn’t think he needed it. Why would he ever have needed puke weed?

      Other than to escape soldiers from Olway trying to force have and his sister into serving in a mining camp, of course.

      “And there are some people who swallow different poisons who need to get rid of it. What would you be better, Mia, absorbing the poison or throwing it up?”

      “I suppose,” she said.

      “Besides, it worked.”

      “It felt awful.”

      “I know it felt awful, but it worked. They had to believe that we were sick.”

      “How did you know what it was?”

      “I told you. I saw it in a book.”

      “How did you remember it, though?”

      “I remember most things I read.” He pulled the rusted metal out just enough for his sister to duck into the darkness on the other side of the wall, and Sam glanced around before following her inside.

      It wasn’t much, but it was theirs.

      The building had long ago been abandoned. Some claimed that it had once been one of the Barlands royalty, though Sam doubted it. It had more likely belonged to somebody with money, as the main structure that had once been there was considerably larger, though most of it had cracked and crumbled, leaving them with little more than a room that was about the same size as the school. No one came close to it, though. Most villagers felt that it was haunted.

      And it was. By them.

      A broken table near the back had been propped up by a few logs Sam had scavenged, and he grabbed a bowl filled with dried bread and berries and carried over to Mia, handing it to her.

      “I’m not hungry,” she muttered.

      “You need to eat,” he insisted. “After what we went through, we have to get some food in our bellies.”

      She scrunched her face up in disgust. “How can you think about eating after all that?”

      “As I said, you need to eat. You just got rid of everything you had at lunch.”

      “Everything? You say that as if I have all of this food.”

      “You do have some food,” he said. “Besides, I have something else for you.”

      He made his way behind the broken table, pulled out a box from underneath the table, and flipped open the lid, grabbing a stale cookie and carrying it to his sister.

      “What’s this?”

      He smiled at her. “Just a little treat for you. First, you have to eat the bread and berries. Then you can eat it.”

      Mia eyed the cookie hungrily. They rarely had such treats, only when Sam could scavenge it. The only time when he was able to do that was when he had a few moments while helping Arne, the local alchemist, run errands. He tried to help him as much as he could, but Arne didn’t usually need all that much help, and he only accepted Sam’s help because he had proven to have a quick mind.

      “You should have it. It’s yours. I’m sure you earned it by doing something exciting.”

      He shook his head and closed his hand around the cookie. “Just take this.”

      “Why?”

      “Can’t I do anything nice for you?”

      She eyed him for a second and said, “We could split it.”

      “Let it be your treat.”

      He moved away, taking a seat against the crumbling stone wall, resting his head back. He still hadn’t shaken the effects of the puke weed, and though he was feeling better, he didn’t feel great quite yet. His sister did need to eat, though. Sam could deal with his own suffering, but not his hers.

      She looked at the cookie. Then she took a slow nibble.

      “Hey. I said after you had the rest,” he said.

      “Just a little treat,” she said with a cheeky grin.

      It was times like these when he tried to think about what it had been like before.

      That was what they called it. The before.

      Their parents had been gone for a while now. Long enough that they had lost their home, everything within it, to keep themselves alive. Then they’d been forced to take to the streets.

      Sam had done everything in his power to try to help Mia hide her burgeoning magical ability. If she could get an invitation to the Academy…

      But no. Getting an invitation to the Academy involved demonstrating magic and power and doing so to somebody who had the ability to help. Sam doubted that they would find anyone like that around here. Others within Erstan wouldn’t understand. They might even be threatened out of fear of invading Nighlan beyond the borders of the Barlands.

      Sam knew better than to risk that.

      So they hid. They stayed in their broken palace, what they called this run-down place that was their home. And he protected her. When the school was open, they attended, though that was only infrequently, and whenever Devon had time to teach. He went from village to village, never asking for much, and frequently brought a stack of books with him, though Sam had long ago read through most of them.

      “Sam?”

      He looked up. Mia had a mouthful of the dried bread, and she had somehow managed to squeeze some of the overly ripe berry onto her cheek. It looked like makeup, another luxury they couldn’t afford.

      “Tell me about Tavran again.”

      “What you want to know?” he asked.

      “You haven’t talked about it much lately. You used to tell me stories.”

      “I don’t know what else to tell you, Mia. You’ve heard all my stories.”

      “Just because I’ve heard them before doesn’t mean I don’t want to hear them again.”

      He chuckled, leaning forward. Distantly, the sound of thunder continued to rumble. It seemed to be intensifying. They hadn’t had a big storm in quite a while, though Erstan was known for its storms. The strange drizzling rain was new, though. Unpleasant, as well.

      “What would you like to hear?”

      “Tell me about the Academy.”

      “I have no idea whether what I know about the Academy is real or not.” He leaned his head back, closing his eyes slightly so that he looked at his sister through the half-lidded expression. “The Academy is said to be an enormous building situated at the heart of Tavran, a place where magic is welcomed.” He started the story the way he always did, knowing what she would say next.

      “They would let me use it?”

      Sam gave her the same answer he always did. “That’s where you learn to use it the right way.”

      “I know how to use it,” she said.

      He smiled, nodding. She did know how to access her magic. And she was powerful, not that he knew of such things. As far as he could tell, she had talent. Ever since Mia had first started demonstrating her connection to magic, Sam had taken to trying to read about it. He wanted to know what it took to be tested for entrance into the Academy. He thought that if Mia could go, he might have an opportunity to learn there as well.

      But the more that he read about Tavran, the more that he questioned whether or not he would even be permitted to go with her. Without having any magic of his own, Sam would be nothing more than a weight on her.

      “They would teach you to use magic in ways that help protect Olway,” he said. The fatigue from the day was starting to catch up to him, and he trembled slightly. “The Academy is built with four massive towers. You get to pick one when you go in.”

      “Why would I pick a tower?”

      “I don’t know. I think it’s because you get to pick what kind of magic you learn.”

      “Why wouldn’t they all learn the same kind of magic?”

      “Why doesn’t Mr. Simpson do the same kind of metal work as Mr. Borgen?”

      “Well, Mr. Simpson is the jeweler, and Mr. Borgen is the…” She smiled at him. “I see what you’re doing. You’re trying to test me again. You’re saying that it might be magic, but there are different ways of using it.”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know what I’m saying. To be honest, all of this is just conjecture.”

      “It’s what?”

      “It’s my imagination,” Sam explained. “I read about Tavran, read about the Academy, but we don’t really know. No one has ever come out of Erstan and gone to the Academy.”

      “We don’t know that,” she said. “Our parents might’ve ended up at the Academy.”

      “Would they have left us here?”

      “Well…”

      “They wouldn’t have,” he said firmly. “They went into the Barlands. They were lost.”

      It wasn’t just getting lost. There was a danger in the Barlands. All knew it. None understood it. It was a darkness. A violence. You could reach the edge of the Barlands but from there…

      There was the violence of the Nighlan.

      And their parents had gone, leaving Sam with Mia.

      Abandoning her with him.

      He was the big brother, though. He was expected to keep an eye on his little sister and to make sure she had everything she needed. Sam was determined to try to do that to the best of his ability, though it felt like he failed more often than not.

      “Let’s not talk about that,” Mia said, shaking her head. “Tell me about the Academy some more.”

      Sam was thankful for the alternative. He found himself focusing on the thunder, the lightning that he caught glimpses of through the cracks in the stone down to the rusted metal that provided a layer of protection, his focus drawn toward the Barlands. Out there was the possibility that their parents remained.

      But they wouldn’t have left them. Sam knew that as well as his sister did.

      “Well, as I was saying, the Academy will pick for you. You’re given an opportunity to learn from some of the greatest arcanists.”

      “I don’t know why you keep calling them that,” she said.

      “Because they have arcane magic, like you.”

      “I don’t have anything arcane,” she said. “I can use my ability—”

      “I know how you can use it,” Sam said, raising his hand to calm her. “I was just saying that was what they called the power.”

      “Fine,” she said. “If that’s what they call it, then they call it.”

      “But to get there, you need to be tested.”

      Mia wrinkled her nose. “Who would ever want to be tested to go there?”

      “Well, if it means that you’re given a chance to study at the Academy, I would say quite a few people. Can you imagine what it would be like?”

      She ate the stale bread. His stomach rumbled, and she frowned but took the rest of the bread into her mouth, chewing it. Sam wouldn’t have taken it from her, anyway. She knew that, too.

      “The testing is difficult, but not impossible. What you need to do is demonstrate power. Real power.”

      “I can show power,” she said.

      “But then you need to find a way to reveal just how much power you have.”

      “I thought I wasn’t supposed to show my power.”

      “When you go to the test, you will need to.” He had told her this several times before as if the two of them would ever get into a situation where they would have a chance for her to be tested. It would never happen. Not out here. But it was their dream. It meant that they would get away from Erstan. Away from the rain, the storms, the lightning. It meant that they would get away from the violence.

      But it also meant that they would get away from the memories. Erstan might be hard and might be lonely, but it was their home. Or it had been.

      Neither of them really felt like it was their home the way they once did. Now it felt like something else. Now it felt like it was a prison.

      Sam was determined to save Mia from the prison, using whatever it took to do so.

      “I wonder what they would ask,” she said, leaning back and resting her head on the ground.

      “None of the books I’ve been able to find have said anything about it. I think we are too far out of Olway.”

      “We aren’t that far,” she said.

      “How long do you think it would take for us to travel to Tavran if we try to do it on our own?”

      “I suppose a couple of days?” She rolled her head toward him, locking eyes with him for a moment. “But from the look you’re giving me, it tells me that it has to be much longer than a couple of days.”

      “Much longer,” Sam said with a nod. “Weeks. And that’s by horseback.”

      “Well, we don’t have any horses here, so I don’t think you can even say that. How long would it take if we were to walk?”

      “Longer,” Sam said. It was part of the reason Tavran was impossible for them to even think about reaching. How could they ever get there if they had to walk? How could they ever get there if it involved spending months on foot?

      And that was if they went in the right direction.

      Sam suspected that he could find it. He had certainly read enough books, seen enough maps, to know what was likely, but as he had seen today, reading something in a book was quite a bit different than experiencing it firsthand. He had no idea if he would be able to make it that far or if he could even guide them all the way.

      If he couldn’t, it was possible that they would just wander around aimlessly.

      “Sam?”

      Her voice was soft and a bit sad.

      “What is it?”

      “Do you think that we can really get there?”

      “I think so,” he said, trying to sound as confident as possible.

      “I’d like that. I don’t know if I would like to go to the Academy,” she admitted, rolling her head over to look at him, “but I would like to be somewhere else. Someplace where we don’t have to listen to the storms so loud. And someplace where we don’t have to worry about where we will find our food.”

      “I don’t know if the Academy feeds students.”

      “They would make us pay?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      And that might be the largest barricade of all. If they had to pay, they’d never be able to afford it. The soft sound of her steady breathing told him that she had fallen asleep. He stayed awake, watching over his sister, glancing toward the piece of metal in front of the door, wishing that the story could be more than that.

      But Sam knew better.

      There was the curse of his age. He knew they would never get out of this village.

      The only thing he could hope for was impressing Arne. If he could do that, then maybe he would be able to find work as an alchemist apprentice, and from there, he could work his way up to a steadier job. Sam could provide for Mia. They could keep trying to learn more about her magic and maybe even get her to Tavran before she got too old to learn how to use magic.

      Maybe.

      He wished he could tell himself that it would work out.

      But Sam knew better.

      He was happy to tell Mia stories, but he knew better than to tell himself those same stories. One of them had to remain grounded. They would stay in the village, maybe even get forced to work the mines.

      And they would die here—just like their parents.
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      Sam looked along the street, looking out for Arne. It was early morning, but he hadn’t slept very well. He allowed himself to doze in and out, long enough to get some rest, but not so much that he couldn’t keep an eye on the door to their broken palace. Mia was awake and hadn’t gone back to the school building, which he was thankful for. He didn’t think the soldiers would return so soon, but what did he really know? It was possible that they would come looking for them again.

      By the time Arne showed up at the shop, the sun had already been well up in the sky. Sam scrambled to his feet, bowing his head politely to the old alchemist. “Do you have anything I can help you with?”

      “Oh. Samran. I wasn’t expecting to see you this morning.”

      “I just was hoping to help you a little, Arne.”

      Arne glanced behind him before fishing a key out of his pocket, shoving it into the door and unlocking it. He stepped inside, waving for Sam to follow.

      Arne never paid much when he paid it all. For the most part, Sam came to Arne’s shop to sneak to read from his books. The handful of coppers he earned were icing. It was never much, and Arne never apologized, but Sam still hoped that he would have an opportunity to progress from an errand boy to a true apprentice.

      “What are you working on today?” he asked Arne as he set his satchel on the large table near the back of the shop.

      Arne reached into his bag, pulling out several jars, setting them on the table. “Why, today is a matter of trying to mix several different concoctions. Ms. Owens needs a sleeping draught, and Mr. Jessup has a fever, so I thought I could provide them both with various medicines.” He went to work, and Sam stood off to the side, watching his practiced hand.

      Arne was in his fifties, by Sam’s estimation, and had already been twice widowed. He had no children of his own, which was why he had agreed to have Sam run errands for him.

      “What are you mixing there?” Sam asked. “I see vinderthorn and mixal along with—”

      Arne waved his hand. “Yes. Yes. Those are both here. That is part of the sleeping draught. Why don’t you go and fetch the lantern I made last night, and I will give you a penny for running that out to Marston.”

      Sam wanted to stay and watch, but any opportunity to serve Arne was one that he needed to take advantage of.

      He nodded quickly and headed to the back of the shop. There were rows of shelves, most of them containing objects that were half completed, Arne’s attempt at alchemy. He was what was known as a minor alchemist, not the kind of alchemists the Academy trained, though he did have some knowledge and skill. A lantern was a straightforward attempt at alchemy, especially the kind of lanterns that Arne created. They didn’t require fire or flames and rarely required oil, and they glowed brightly, creating a vibrant burst of color, depending upon what Arne used. Sam was still working on piecing that together and hadn’t managed to come up with the answers. If he had more time, he thought he might be able to uncover the secret to making the lanterns. He understood what Arne used as he pieced together the main parts of it, but anything else had so far eluded him. And they were secrets that Arne had not wanted to share. Of course, Sam wasn’t an alchemist, so there was nothing for him to share with Sam.

      He found the lantern with a tag marking it as Marston’s. He grabbed it and then noticed a book shoved into the shelf. He pulled that out, glancing at the cover. He hadn’t read that one before.

      He leaned out around the row of shelves, making sure Arne was still busy working, before flipping open the book and skimming the pages.

      “Have you found it?” Arne asked.

      “I think I see it,” he called out.

      He read as quickly as he could. If there was one thing his time with Arne had taught him, it was how to read rapidly. There were often times when Sam had access to Arne’s books, and he had to read them in a matter of moments. He had pieced through some of Arne’s more complicated books in a matter of days that way, though never uninterrupted.

      “There it is,” Sam called out, trying to sound as if he were actively looking.

      He got about fifteen pages into the book. It was an alchemy book. One that described various ways of mixing the metals together. That was as far as Sam managed to get before he heard Arne making his way toward him, and he hurriedly shoved it back into the shelf, grabbed the lantern, and stepped forward. “I’ll get out to Marston’s farm and hurry back.”

      Arne nodded, shuffling past Sam and saying nothing.

      Sam glanced over to the counter where Arne was working. What did he have it set out there now? It looked like there were a dozen different medicines. What he wouldn’t give to have a chance to sit and work with him.

      But no. He had to earn his copper.

      He stepped on the street, tucking the lantern close to his side.

      As he went, he avoided the busier streets. Sam knew how he looked. With his tattered clothes, often dirty feet, and disheveled hair, he looked as ragged as a cast-off doll and knew others within the village saw him the same way. Those who knew what happened to his parents had given him and his sister some sympathy early on, but it had faded as time had gone on. Everyone had some measure of suffering out here in Erstan, especially with Olway wanting more out of the mines.

      He resolved to checking on Mia, and reached the broken palace, pulled open the door, and found her sitting alone, thankfully.

      “Do you want to take a walk to Marston’s farm with me?”

      “I’m going to the market,” she said.

      “Don’t get in the way too much,” he said.

      “I think I look pathetic enough to earn a few scraps,” Mia said. “And after the puke weed you gave me, I feel pathetic enough.”

      “Better you than me,” he said.

      Sam was too old to be an effective beggar. Anyone who saw him begging looked at him with disdain rather than empathy. Most expected Sam to work.

      And he tried.

      Kal knew that he tried, but he was running out of options. He had a quick mind, and it would be wasted in the mines, but it was the only kind of employment for someone like him. And that was if he went willingly. If he was dragged there as he almost had been the day before, there was no guarantee they would pay. From what he had heard while in the streets, there was no guarantee anyway, which was even more reason for him to avoid it.

      He shrugged, closing the metal back down, leaving me alone. It was still too early for her to head the market anyway, though he still didn’t like the idea of leaving her like this. She deserved better.

      Of course, they both deserved better.

      Maybe when he delivered the lantern to Marston, he might have time to look for rumors about the soldiers dragging students off to the mines. He wanted to know what happened to the others. Had they paid attention to what he’d tried to offer and took the puke weed?

      Probably not. Most thought Sam was wasting his time reading the books that he did.

      The Marston farm was located well beyond the border of Erstan, far enough away that Sam had to hurry if he wanted to get back and spend any time with Arne. He wasn’t sure whether Arne would allow him to spend any time with him, anyway, though Sam was determined to try to catch up to him and work with him as much as he was willing to.

      Smoke drifted up from the chimney of the farmhouse as Sam approached. He slowed for a moment, looking at the horses grazing in the pasture, the cattle, and wondered what it might be like to have someone like Clem Marston as a father. Working on a farm would be hard, but it would be steady work, and it would mean that he wouldn’t have to worry about ever providing for his family.

      The door to the farmhouse opened, and Gina Marston poked her head out. She was a year younger than Sam and somebody he had always found attractive. “Samran?” she asked, her nose wrinkling. “What are you doing all the way out here?”

      “I came to deliver something for Arne,” Sam said, pulling the lantern out and holding it up.

      Gina held her hand on the door, though didn’t come any closer to him.

      “I’m supposed to give it to your father. Is he home?”

      

      “He’s out back. By the barn. I could take it to him if you’d like.”

      Sam smiled tightly, shaking his head. “I don’t want to disappoint Arne and not deliver this myself.” He hesitated, debating saying something more to her, but there wasn’t anything for him to say. He lingered for a moment too long.

      His face flushed, and he hurried off, cursing to himself. All he had to do was have a conversation with her. It wasn’t so hard, was it?

      But Gina had always been one of the more lovely girls in Erstan. If he ever were able to work for Arne, maybe he would have a chance with someone like her, but as it was, she deserved better. And her father would see to it.

      He found the barn with the door slid open, the sound of hammering on the inside. Sam approached carefully and stepped into the doorway.

      “What do you need?” a deep, booming voice yelled from inside.

      “It’s Samran, Mr. Marston. Arne asked me to deliver this lantern to you.”

      Marston stepped forward into the light. He was broad-shouldered and had a sun-weathered face, with a bit of grease staining his cheeks. He regarded Sam with a hint of suspicion. “He sent you?”

      “I run errands for him,” Sam said.

      “Nothing wrong with earning a little coin that way,” he said.

      Sam glanced behind him briefly, imagining Gina back at the house. He drew himself up. “I hope to apprentice with him.”

      Marston frowned, his lips pursed tightly. He scratched two fingers along his chin, and he smeared more grease there. “Didn’t know he was taking anyone on. I would’ve sent my youngest to work with him.”

      Sam’s heart hammered for a moment. He shouldn’t have said anything. Arne would definitely take on somebody with a better reputation than him. Why wouldn’t he? At this point, all Sam offered was a body to run errands and nothing more than that. That wasn’t anything that others couldn’t offer Arne. Sam hoped that eventually, it would develop into something more, but there was no guarantee. He kept thinking that if he spent time with Arne, he would realize Sam was smart and that he could be useful, but that involved him having a willingness to do so.

      “I’m not sure when,” Sam said.

      Marston nodded. “Well, can’t fault you for trying to put your best foot forward. Course, there are always the mines,” Marston said.

      Sam nodded slowly.

      The memory of the day before was still too fresh, and he hadn’t said anything to anyone, not that there was anyone to say anything to. Erstan was now a part of Olway, and the soldiers ruled, forcing those within the village to serve as Olway deemed necessary. If they decided they needed children to work in the mines, then that was what Olway wanted. He couldn’t imagine the ruling council and Tavran actually wanting children to work in the mines, but perhaps they did.

      Shifting his weight from foot to foot, “I don’t suppose you saw any wagons make their way past here yesterday?”

      Marston’s brow furrowed. “I try to steer clear of those soldiers. You should too, boy. Never know what they’re after.”

      “Did you see anything?”

      “As I said, I would steer clear of it. And you don’t know what will be there.”

      “You’re right. Of course. Thank you.” Sam bobbed his head, trying to find a way to get moving without making even more of a fool of himself. “I better be going. I just came to bring you your lantern. Do you need anything run into town?”

      Marston grabbed the lantern from Sam, holding it up, testing it for a moment. The light flickered on and off with a brief orange glow before fading once again. Marston nodded to himself as if satisfied that the alchemy Arne had used on it would work.

      “No thanks, boy. I got my own kids to run that stuff for me. You can get back.”

      Sam nodded, and he started to turn away.

      He had hoped that Marston might offer him a little coin for delivering the lantern, but now he had to pray that Arne would do so instead. He had promised to give him a few pennies, which might buy him and his sister some bread. If she managed to beg well, there might be a bit more. Maybe even enough to eat for a few days.

      He scurried forward, and when he rounded the side of the house, he saw a dark-haired figure striding along the road. Tristan was a year older than Sam, and he came from a wealthy merchant—well, as wealthy as they got in Erstan. The kind of person that Gina would welcome.

      Her opening the door for Sam made even more sense now. She’d been waiting—but not for Sam.

      Tristan curled his lip as Sam approached. He tipped his head, little more than an acknowledgment of Sam’s presence, but nothing more than that. And then he continued on, not even bothering to say a word as if Sam were not worth his time or effort to do so.

      Sam jogged forward, and by the time he finally dared to turn around, he looked back to see the door open, Gina beaming at Tristan, and then he stepped inside the home.

      Sam shook his head.

      And here, he liked to let himself believe that he could ever have a chance with someone like Gina. Why should that be the case?

      He would never have that opportunity. Not out here. Maybe never.

      When he reached the village again, he made his way toward Arne’s shop. At least he could have a few pennies. Even if that was all he earned, it was something. And he thought that it was necessary.

      He wove through the streets, passing by the market, but didn’t see any sign of Mia begging. That was probably for the best. The market was fairly empty, though it would pick up later in the day. Sam preferred to go with her, mostly so that he could keep an eye on her.

      Arne’s shop was only a block away when he caught sight of a soldier.

      Sam backed off to the side of the road. He tried to stay in the shadows. He wasn’t a thief, and he couldn’t sneak or skulk around as well as some could, but he knew how to hide, and given what he had experienced the day before, he thought that hiding was the most sensible option.

      The soldier marched steadily forward, unmindful of anyone else.

      Sam slipped forward, watching for a moment, and when he got close, the door to Arne’s shop popped open, and the alchemist stepped outside, hesitating, before turning toward the soldier. They spoke to each other for a moment before the soldier took up a position outside of his door, lingering there.

      Sam waited and watched.

      He lost track of how long he was there. Traffic moved past them along the street. There were a few carts, merchants that were traveling between the villages out here in the Barlands. People heading to or from the market. Some locals. All the while, the soldier remained there, unmoving. It was as if the soldier waited, ready to prevent Sam from getting even the few pennies that he’d earned by running errands for Arne.

      But Sam didn’t have to stay here. He could come back to Arne later, or even the next day. Still, as he slunk back to the broken palace, he couldn’t help but wonder why the soldier had taken a position outside of Arne’s shop. Fate denied him even his penny for running Arne’s errands.
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      Sam’s stomach rumbled, and he paused at the intersection, looking down the street toward Arne’s shop. There was still a soldier waiting there. This one was different than the day before, though dressed in the same leathers, matching gleaming helm, and the bored stance that he had as he lingered by Arne’s door.

      He couldn’t go to him.

      Once was chance, but twice meant a pattern. A hidden reason for the soldiers being there.

      Sam turned away. By the time he reached the metal leading into the broken palace, pulled open the door, he found his sister awake, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

      “Did you get any bread?” Mia asked, her voice still sounding drowsy.

      Sam forced a smile. “No bread,” he said. “Just water and some berries this morning.”

      Mia did a good job of hiding her disappointment, but not completely. Her begging the day before had not earned her much of anything, much like Sam’s attempt at getting to Arne to gather the few pennies that he had rightfully earned.

      “I’m sure we can get some bread later,” she said. “Where were you yesterday? I thought you would be home sooner?”

      “Just trying to drum up a little more work,” he said.

      She watched him, and there was a look in her eyes that suggested that she knew more than she let on. “Did you get any?”

      “Not yet, but I got a few leads.”

      He gathered the berries that he had collected recently, trying to look past how they were already starting to be squishy, along with a bottle of water that he set out on the table. He waited for Mia to get the water first, along with everything else, for that matter.

      When she did, he took a few bites of the apple that was on the counter and closed his eyes, trying to imagine that it was something fresher and tastier. Even the apple was a rare treat.

      “What is that smell?” she asked, screwing her face up.

      Sam opened one eye. “I don’t smell anything.” He glanced out the apple. He wouldn’t put it past the fruit to have spoiled by now, but he thought that it was still good. At least, he hoped that it was still good. He didn’t want to feed his sister stale and spoiled fruit, but sometimes there were really no other options.

      “It’s not in here,” she said. Her nose was wrinkled, and she brought her hand up to her face. “I can smell it, but I don’t know what it is. It’s like a storm.” She frowned. “I don’t hear the thunder, though.”

      “You smell a storm?” Sam asked, starting to smile.

      “I’m not saying that is what it is, only that I smell something like that.”

      She headed over to the sheet of metal that served as a makeshift door, leaning toward it. She pressed her head up against it, breathing in slowly, deeply, and finally shook her head. “It’s out there, Sam. I need to know what it is. I don’t think I’ve ever smelled anything like it before.”

      She pushed the door open, poking her head outside. She stood there for a moment, breathing in and out slowly, before slipping off the way out the door.

      Sam looked down at his apple before setting it aside.

      He didn’t know what she had found, but he would help her.

      She stood in the ruins of the building, resting one hand on the stone, her face screwed up into a tight frown. “Tell me you smell it,” she said.

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t.”

      The sky was clear and blue, no sign or sound of nearby thunder. Out here in Erstan, there was always the possibility of thunder and the occasional trembling that suggested there might be something more, but it infrequently came, not the steady rumbling of an oncoming storm.

      “I don’t know how you can’t smell it.”

      She started forward when a thought occurred to Sam. Why hadn’t he considered it before? “Wait,” he said, grabbing her arm.

      “Wait for what? I need to figure out what it is. It seems to be getting worse. I don’t know how I am the only one who smells it.”

      “Because you’re the only one who can use magic,” he said, his voice low. “I read about this. When I was trying to understand what was involved in the Academy testing, I came across a comment about those who can detect magic. Sometimes it’s smell, sometimes it sound, but it’s always just those who have the ability who can detect it, not anyone else.”

      Mia stiffened. “You mean someone else is using magic here?”

      “It seems that way. We should go look.”

      “I don’t know. I’m not trying to get in trouble, Sam.”

      “I know you aren’t,” he said.

      “And I don’t want somebody to get upset about me using some magic that I’m not supposed to.” She coughed. “Ugh. It’s getting worse.”

      Worse?

      Suddenly, it hit him.

      “The Academy,” he said.

      “What?”

      “That’s what has to be,” he said. “Somebody from the Academy is here. There has to be somebody here.” It was what he’d been waiting for.

      “If it’s somebody from the Academy, they are probably here to test somebody with money,” she said.

      “I know,” he said. “And we’re going to force them to test you.”

      “Sam, you know what would happen.”

      “I know what I hope would happen,” he said.

      “But if I go—”

      Sam squeezed her hand. “If you go, it means that you’ll be safe. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “I want us both to be safe,” she said.

      “I will be, but I want you to have the things that I can’t provide for you.” He dragged her forward, avoiding a soldier in the distance, making his way toward the market. “You need to try to detect where you smell the magic.”

      “How am I supposed to follow what I detect?”

      “You’re the one with magic,” he said, forcing a reassuring smile.

      “Sam…” She pulled to a stop and forced him to stop with her, looking at him. “What if I don’t want to go?”

      “You have to pass the test first. I don’t know all that’s involved. I know it’s going to be difficult, though. They don’t just take anybody. You have to show real talent. Minor magic isn’t going to cut it.”

      “I don’t know if I have anything like that.”

      “Trust me,” Sam said. “I’ve seen what you can do. I know that you have that potential.”

      “But what if—”

      “Don’t. We aren’t going to talk about what-ifs. We’re going to talk about you succeeding, and you getting invited to the Academy, and you finally getting away from here.” He held her gaze for a moment. She looked as if she wanted to pull away, as if she wanted to argue with him, but she didn’t. Sam smiled again. “Besides, once you get to the Academy, and you get your full training in arcane magic, then you can return for me.”

      “What happens in the meantime? I know it takes several years to get through the Academy. What happens to you while I’m gone?”

      Sam battled to keep the smile on his face. “It just means that I am going to need to hold out. I can do that. Think about what we’ve done so far.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He smiled at her. “I can do this. And you deserve this.”

      She pointed to her right. “It’s coming from there.”

      He followed her along the street. They stayed off to the edge of the street, trying to avoid any crowds, and as they made their way along the road, Mia moved slowly, almost cautiously, which required Sam to prompt her every so often to keep moving. He nodded to her, trying to encourage her, but each time that he had to push her forward, he had a feeling that she still wasn’t quite convinced.

      They rounded a corner, and she stopped.

      Even for Sam, it was obvious where they would find the magic-user.

      The home was situated on a wide road, in one of the nicer parts of Erstan. It wasn’t enormous compared to what he imagined in Tavran, but still much nicer than anything Sam could imagine living in. Two wagons were lined up outside of the home, soldiers surrounding them.

      “Is that—”

      “Tristan’s home,” Sam said, nodding. “I saw him yesterday out at the Marston farm. He was going to see Gina.”

      “Well, if he gets called off to the Academy, then you don’t have to worry about him chasing after her anymore.”

      It would be even more reason for Gina to wait for him. If she were able to end up with somebody who had trained at the Academy, she would almost certainly be willing to wait.

      “What do we do?” Mia asked, looking over to him.

      “I think we should get you inside,” Sam said.

      “And then what?”

      Sam shrugged. “Then we force him to test you.”

      “That’s not going to work,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because they have no reason to test me. I don’t have money.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Most of the time, from what Sam had managed to find, testing involved a certain amount of funding.

      “We just have to convince him that you’re worthwhile, then.”

      Sam could imagine several different ways that could play out. She could either have potential, something that the Academy tester might find, or she could have talent that had already developed. Given that he didn’t think there would be any way to demonstrate existing talent, not beyond what she already had, Sam had to hope that her potential was going to be enough.

      He guided her along the street, moving closer to the house, watching the wagons, making sure that there were no signs of anybody who might come after them. He didn’t see anything other than the guards, and they weren’t moving.

      “How are we going to get over there?” he asked, more to himself than his sister.

      “Where?” she replied anyway.

      “Past the guards,” he said. “Somehow, we have to get behind them. Once we do, we can sneak forward, and we should be able to figure out who is doing the testing.

      “You want us to sneak into the house.”

      “I suppose I want us to—”

      Sam didn’t get a chance to finish. The door opened, and a man stepped out. He was dressed in a simple brown cloak, with hard eyes and a long, disheveled appearing beard. There was something about him that spoke of authority—and disappointment.

      “Are you sure, Master Havash, that he does not pass?”

      “I’m quite sure,” the man said, waving his hand. “And you have wasted my time.”

      “You can test him again,” Tristan’s mother was saying, hurrying toward the Academy master, grabbing for his hand before being shaken free. “We can pay. I know that we have already given you five silvers, but I would give you another five to have him tested again.”

      Sam’s heart sank. Five silvers?

      That was more than they had. Even five pennies was more than they had.

      Mia must’ve overheard that as well. “We can just go,” she whispered.

      “Not yet,” Sam insisted.

      “They aren’t going to test us. Me. Not without the right kind of money.”

      “Not yet,” he said again.

      She looked as if she wanted to argue with him, but she closed her mouth and said nothing else.

      “Please,” Tristan’s mother said.

      The master, Havash, reached the cart, and he nodded to the guards. “Come on. We have wasted enough time here.”

      “Ten silvers.”

      The man snorted. “Even if you were to pay me triple that, it would not be worthwhile. Neither for you nor for me. I’m not wasting any more of my valuable time here.”

      He climbed into the wagon. The soldiers guarding it hurriedly climbed atop, and then one of them started the horses moving.

      With that, Sam had an idea.

      “Come on,” he said, motioning to his sister. “We just have to catch up to them.”

      “Catch up? Sam, it’s not going to work. He needs at least five silvers to even begin testing me.”

      Sam glanced back to Tristan’s house. “Tristan needed five silvers. I’m hopeful that maybe you don’t need that much.”

      “Sam?”

      He motioned for her to follow him. “Just keep up with me. This should be easier. Once we get to the outside of the village, I want you to start using some of your power.”

      “Why?”

      Sam paused, looking to assist her, holding her gaze for a moment. “Because they need to detect it. If he can detect what you can do, then maybe he’ll decide you’re worth testing.”

      “I didn’t even know the Tristan had any ability,” Mia said, glancing behind her.

      The wagon wasn’t moving that quickly, but it didn’t need to. At this point, even rumbling slowly along the road was enough.

      “He doesn’t. I think it was more a matter of pride. Have him tested, prove he might have some potential, and perhaps he did have some and then move on from there.”

      “But what if they won’t test me?”

      Sam clenched his jaw. Several thoughts raced through his mind. If they wouldn’t test her, then the Academy wasn’t worthy, anyway. If they wouldn’t test her, then they were fools. If they wouldn’t test her, then he didn’t want her going there anyway.

      But he said none of that.

      “They will.”

      They reached the outskirts of the village, where the wagon still rumbled. They were trailing behind, giving it some space until they were ready. If they waited too much longer, though, they would lose the opportunity.

      Sam breathed out slowly. “Now,” he said. “You’re going to have to use everything you can do.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Whatever is easiest for you. Something that comes to mind quickly, simply, and that you know will succeed.” He looked up to the wagon. “Right now, it’s all about knowing it will succeed. Once you get past it, then you can start to figure out what else they need from you from a testing standpoint.”

      “If you say so,” she said.

      She stopped.

      Sam wasn’t exactly sure what she did. He never really understood her magic. He had seen him enough times that he recognized the power, though he didn’t know how she used that power.

      The only thing that he truly understood was that when she was filled with magic, she could do things that others could not. She had no real control, which was why he wanted her to go to the Academy.

      She deserved this chance.

      A pale glow built around her. He’d always seen that when she used her power. Then the air started to feel heavy.

      “Keep going,” Sam said, glancing over to her.

      She nodded slowly. “I’m trying to freeze them,” she muttered, though her mouth was clenched in a line.

      He had seen her freeze herself. He had seen her freeze others. But seeing her freeze a wagon was something else altogether. Finally, Mia gasped, and the wagon started forward again, the horse stumbling, before letting out a strange, pained sound.

      “Oh,” Mia said, clasping her hands to her mouth. “I hope I didn’t hurt it.”

      A shout came from one of the wagons, and the door thundered open and was followed by the brown cloaked Academy master. He tilted his head to the side, breathing in for a moment, before sweeping his gaze up to the horse. “What did you do?” Havash snapped.

      “We must’ve hit something.”

      “We hit nothing.” The master stepped out of the wagon, and he made a steady circuit, looking around him for a moment before he paused.

      He turned all the way around, finally taking in Sam and Mia. He started toward them. Mia stiffened.

      Sam took her hand, squeezing it. “Just relax. This is what we want.”

      “Which of you did this?” the man snapped.

      “It’s my sister,” Sam said hurriedly. “She has talent. I just wanted her to have an opportunity to be tested. To go to the Academy. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “I’m coming through here and was asked to test a few potential candidates,” the man said, glancing back toward the village. “Doubtful that we would find anything of value out here. We never have. I can’t even imagine why this blasted land was ever annexed.”

      Sam didn’t know, either. Other than to give Olway access to the wealth in the mines. And to torment people like him.

      “Just test her, please? She has potential.”

      “Was that you?” He turned to Mia, and his gaze was heavy, irritated, but also strangely powerful. This time, Sam actually felt something. He suspected that he was supposed to feel something as if this man wanted both of them to be aware of his power and authority.

      “I tried to use what I could. I don’t have any real control. I can freeze things.”

      “Go on then,” the man said.

      “What?”

      “Freeze me.”

      Mia glanced over Sam, but he squeezed her hand, hoping that she would be able to do it. “I don’t know.”

      “I see. You just wanted to waste my time. Do you know what the punishment for that is?”

      “I can try,” Mia said quickly.

      Havash took a step back, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Sam released Mia’s hand. “Go on,” he said.

      She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. When she opened them, he recognized the determined tilt to her jaw. The pale glowing around her persisted. Everything felt heavy for a moment, little more than that, and then it passed.

      Havash sniffed. “Is that it?”

      “I can do more, but I just used it on the wagon, and…”

      Havash’s eyes narrowed for a moment. “That was you. Very well.” He strode toward her, and he pulled something from his pocket that he leaned over, scratching a pattern on the ground around Mia.

      “Back away, boy,” he said.

      Sam moved back, watching.

      What is this?

      From what he could tell, a testing for the Academy involved demonstrating magical ability. Sometimes that ability was latent, and sometimes it was obvious. In the case of his sister, she had an obvious ability. She just had to have the opportunity to demonstrate it. But what he saw Havash doing was something entirely different.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      Havash arched a brow at him. “Are you the one here for testing, or is she?”

      “She is,” Sam stammered.

      Havash nodded. “Then be quiet.” Once he was done tracing his pattern, he looked over to Mia, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Now break free.”

      Sam realized that his sister had gone stiff. So stiff that she wasn’t even breathing. “What did you do to her?”

      “Quiet,” Havash snapped.

      It looked as if she was paralyzed. She had the ability to freeze things, but Sam had never seen her frozen. Her eyes fluttered closed. Her breathing never changed. Her lips turned blue. Her cheeks became flushed.

      Then she sagged.

      Or she would have, had there not been some invisible string seeming to hold her upright.

      “Mia?”

      She wasn’t breathing. She was dying.

      This wasn’t the kind of testing that he had read about.

      “I see,” Havash said. “You have wasted my time.”

      Mia still didn’t breathe.

      What was this man doing to her? That only was it not the kind of testing that Sam had read about, but it was violent. Unconventional.

      Sam raced over to his sister. He grabbed for her wrist, checking for a pulse. He had been around Arne enough that he understood how to do that. It was slow.

      She still hadn’t started breathing.

      “You need to step away from her,” Havash said.

      “Release whatever you’re doing to her,” Sam said.

      The man shot him a look. “There is no release. The testing has to run to completion. Did you not know this?”

      Sam glanced over. “Not this kind of testing. I’ve read about it.”

      “Ah. You have read about it. Well then, perhaps you should have performed the testing instead.”

      His sister was still limp. Unmoving.

      His temper got the best of him.

      He lunged. It happened faster than his thoughts, a matter of instinct and desire to protect his sister, nothing else. He leaped at Havash, pulling on his arm.

      Then the man tossed Sam free. He landed next to his sister.

      She was now a deep shade of blue. She was dying.

      He reached for her, touching her leg. “Breathe,” he whispered.

      He started to get up, balling his fists. If it was going to take him attacking this man, then he was willing to do it.

      Mia suddenly opened her mouth. She sucked in a deep breath. Then another.

      Her color started to return. First, the blue faded, then the redness in her cheeks retreated. She took another breath.

      Mia looked down at him. “Sam? What happened?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      Havash hiked up his cloak, and he turned back to the wagon.

      “Where are you going?” Sam demanded.

      The man looked over to Sam. “You would dare attack somebody from the Academy? You were the one who came to me. I was willing to let the first insult slide when I thought that she might have potential—”

      “Please,” Sam said, glancing back at his sister. “She does have potential. You saw that. She passed your test.”

      At least, Sam thought that she passed. He still wasn’t entirely sure whether or not she had.

      “It matters very little. Do you know how many have talent?”

      “No,” Sam said, reaching the wagon.

      Havash was starting to pull the door closed. The soldier or the man Sam had thought was the soldier, sat atop the wagon, preparing to guide them forward. He was dressed in leathers, but he didn’t have the helm of the soldiers that he had seen within Erstan. He was nothing more than the wagon master.

      That would explain why he hadn’t intervened. Not that Havash had needed any help. He had handled Sam as if he were nothing.

      “Go,” Havash said, making a motion with his hand.

      “Please,” Sam begged. “If it’s a matter of money, I can get it for you.” He wasn’t sure how, but he was willing to steal if it meant that his sister was going to be safe. He would go back to Arne’s shop, break in if he had to, and take what was needed. “I’ll do anything you need.”

      Havash held the door partially ajar. “Anything?” He eyed Sam up and down.

      Sam nodded. He was ready. If it meant that Mia would have a chance, he would do anything he possibly could.

      “Anything. Tell me how much money you need. I can get it for you.”

      Havash snorted. “You don’t look like you can get money, but perhaps that is just as well. I have something else in mind.”

      Sam licked his lips. Terrible thoughts of what he might want from him flashed into his mind. “What do you need?”

      “I will take both of you to the Academy”—Sam started to agree, but Havash raised his hand, cutting him off—”but you must do whatever I tell you. Even if you disagree. Even if it is dangerous. You will do it, or your sister will lose her spot.”

      Sam looked over at Mia. It was better and worse than he had expected.

      She had passed. She would get to go to the Academy. What did it matter if he had to go and serve alongside her getting her chance?

      It would be worth it.

      But as he looked at Havash, he couldn’t help but wonder how bad it would be.

      “I will do it. Whatever you ask. No questions.”

      The smile that crawled across Havash’s face nearly made Sam shiver.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The wagon rumbled forward, with Sam sitting on the bench beside his sister, neither of them speaking. Mia had been quiet ever since Havash agreed to bring them with him, and the first time Sam had attempted to question Havash, the man had made a point of silencing him fairly quickly. So Sam sat on the bench, feeling every jostling jolt of the wagon, trying to keep from saying anything that would anger Havash any more than he already had.

      It gave him an opportunity to try to work through what the man had told him.

      They were going to the Academy.

      That was the first piece of good news that Sam had gotten in quite some time. Havash hadn’t even given them a chance to go back to their broken palace to gather whatever meager belongings they had, but truth be told, they didn’t have anything worth saving. Some scraps of food. A few tattered pieces of clothing, and there were the few books that he had borrowed from the school, and it would probably upset Elinorav that he didn’t return them, but at this point, he didn’t think that mattered.

      Then there was Arne.

      Sam’s feelings for him were a bit more complex. He didn’t want to upset Arne, but at the same time, he wasn’t convinced that Arne would have ever made him his apprentice. Maybe he would remain as his errand-runner indefinitely, or at least until he grew to be too old for Arne to look at him as anything other than a fully grown man, at which point Arne might find another street urchin to take his place.

      This was the better option.

      Mia bumped into Sam as the wagon rocked.

      “We will talk about your responsibilities,” Havash said. He leaned forward, resting his hands on his lap. “I am returning to the Academy after some absence so that I can teach alchemy. You will assist me.”

      Sam nodded. Maybe he would become an alchemist’s apprentice. It might be better than staying with Arne. “What does the work entail?”

      Havash glowered at him. “Did we not discuss this already?”

      Sam forced a smile. “I can’t do what you want until I know what it is that you’re going to have me do. I’m not saying I’m going to question. I’m just asking what you are going to need from me.”

      Havash tapped his hands together. His gray robes were not nearly as ornate as Sam had expected somebody from the Academy, and given how Havash claimed that he was returning to the Academy, even more questions came to him. He couldn’t ask those, though.

      “Very well. There was an accident within the Academy. Some blame alchemy, though such a thing is ridiculous,” Havash said, waving his hand. “And now the alchemy section is dangerous. At least, to those who have magical predilections.” He looked over to Mia before turning his gaze back to Sam. “Which is why you are accompanying me.”

      “And what do you need me to do ?”

      “You will be responsible for helping me understand what happened. As I won’t be able to go into the area that has now been closed off, I need someone that can.”

      Sam said nothing for a moment. “What happened?”

      “That’s the mystery. No one knows. Some claimed it was an alchemical process that went wrong. Others claim it was a targeted attack.” His tone of voice suggested to Sam that he thought that incredibly unlikely. “But I won’t know until I can investigate. Or, in this case, you.”

      The wagon continued rolling, moving steadily. Sam imagined where they were. There weren’t windows in his section of the wagon. He could only look at Havash.

      “So you want me to go into this section and just take a look? Not that I’m complaining,” he said hurriedly, “but it just seems like you could have asked anyone to do that.”

      “Not just anyone,” Havash said. “I need someone who can go in, but who can also observe what I cannot. They can really get to know what happened there.”

      “And you seem to think that I can do this?”

      “No. I think you will do this.” He held Sam’s gaze for a long moment, and he said nothing. “And now on to you,” he said, turning to Mia. “You are a different challenge.” He drummed his fingers together. “You have potential. That much is true. You would not have survived the testing otherwise.”

      At least that answered Sam’s question about whether Havash was willing to kill his sister in order to test her.

      “But I will admit… you are unusual. Most who come to the Academy do so with money or some measure of training, and so you are going to have to work diligently.” He leaned forward. “Are you a studious type?”

      Mia blinked. “Am I what?”

      “I can help her,” Sam said. Havash glanced over to him, and Sam shook his head. “Not with magic, but with her studies. I’m good with books. A fast reader.”

      “So you are not studious,” Havash said to Mia.

      “I’m not stupid,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “We will see.” Havash glanced over to Sam. “Perhaps that would be best. You can join. I can position it that we have come across a pair of potential candidates.” He frowned. “It would be unusual for her brother and sister to be in the same year, but as you are from one of the border villages, it wouldn’t be terribly surprising.” He tapped on his lips. “Yes. That might work. You will remain there and investigate from the inside. If you don’t, then…”

      “You send us back,” Sam said, nodding his understanding.

      Havash said nothing, which left Sam wondering if maybe he would do something even worse.

      The wagon continued rumbling on, and Sam leaned forward to look out the window, eyeing the mountains rising the distance. The mines. If he didn’t do this, and if Mia failed, then he would end up back here in Erstan, probably in the mines, working until he died.

      He could do this. For his sister, he would do this.

      Sam regarded Havash for a few moments, realizing that something didn’t quite feel right. “You said that there was an accident. You wouldn’t need me if there was an accident. There’s something else going on.”

      Havash frowned, and his eyes narrowed. “Perhaps you will be useful. Yes. I do suspect the explosion was deliberate.”

      So now it wasn’t just coming to the Academy. Now it was a matter of looking into some conspiracy? “Why won’t the Academy look into it?”

      “That is what you have to uncover on my behalf,” Havash said, smiling tightly. “I’m questioning whether the Academy has covered this up. Perhaps there is a conspiracy against the alchemical faction. This way, you will work with me on my behalf, and you will do what I ask.”

      “So you want me to be a spy.”

      Havash’s smile widened even more. “That might be one way of looking at it.”

      “What if I don’t find anything?”

      Havash raised an eyebrow, his expression stern. “Are you already disobeying?”

      “No. I’m just saying that what if there isn’t some conspiracy?”

      “Then you have succeeded.”

      “What about Mia?”

      That was his greater concern. He didn’t want her to be asked to leave if there was something there that she might be able to learn.

      “If she passes the first year, then she may stay. It won’t be on me to decide that.”

      “What about me?”

      “Then perhaps…” Havash shook his head. The wagon jolted again. He looked up. “Blasted Barlands. I’ve had too much difficulty out here already.”

      He pulled open the door, poking his head out, and Sam realized that they were coming to a slow. Not to a complete stop, but definitely slowing.

      He leaned forward, but Havash pushed him back, forcing him away.

      Sam tried not to get too close to him. Not wanting to upset the man.

      Mia leaned in. “Are you sure about this?”

      Sam took a deep breath. “Not particularly,” he admitted. “I have no idea what to make of any of this.” Sam lowered his voice. “You need to go to the Academy. You deserve better than what you can get in Erstan. And this is a way out. For you.”

      “But now you have to serve him.”

      “It doesn’t matter—”

      Havash leaned back, and then the wagon stopped completely. “Out,” he ordered.

      Sam frowned, but he didn’t argue. He climbed out as instructed.

      They walked for a while, away from the wagon, and Sam looked back.

      The wagon master was working on one of the wheels, but he didn’t get up.

      Were they not going by wagon?

      He had thought they were going to be traveling by ground to Tavran, but…

      “Where are you bringing us?” Sam asked, suddenly worried. They weren’t all that far from the mines.

      “Are you always this annoying?” Havash asked with a tired sigh.

      “Only when it deals with our safety.”

      “I am bringing you to Tavran, as I said. To the Academy, as you demanded.” He arched a brow at Sam. “And…” The man lifted his head, sniffing.

      Sam frowned. What was he doing? Next to him, Mia had been mostly quiet the entire time they’d traveled, but she suddenly wrinkled her nose, looking around him.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      “I don’t know. There’s a strange odor in the air. Don’t you smell it?”

      Sam shook his head. “That’s the same thing you said this morning.”

      “Well, it’s the same. It’s like something is burning, but with a funny smell. Sort of like after a storm.”

      “It’s called vistam,” Havash said without turning. “Concentrated power. I’m impressed you can detect it so easily. Most I test need training in order to do so. Your time at the Academy will teach you to detect it quickly.” He took a deep breath. “Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps you have more potential than I gave you credit for. We rarely find anyone this far out in Olway with real potential. I don’t know why that is, though…” He shook his head, looking over to Mia and meeting her eyes. “Regardless, vistam is the residual sense from magic. Considerable magic.”

      “I’ve never smelled it before.”

      “As you should not. It’s not the kind of magic you will use.”

      “What kind is it then?”

      “A different sort.” Havash lifted his chin, sniffing again. “Come. We must hurry.”

      “Why?” Sam asked.

      “Because the vistam suggests we are not the only ones here.”

      He waved his hand, motioning for them to follow. Havash moved more quickly than he had before, hurrying along the road.

      Sam glanced at Mia, but she didn’t look in his direction and didn’t seem to share his concern. “What’s out here?” he asked.

      Havash looked over at him before turning away.

      “You said you’d encountered some difficulty reaching the village, so there’s something out here,” Sam said. “Is it tied to the rumors out of the Barlands?”

      Havash studied him a moment. “And what rumors have you heard?”

      Sam shrugged, thankful he hadn’t lashed out. “Nothing particular. We’ve had people stop into the shop from places even more remote than Erstan.”

      There weren’t many places, but there were villages even more isolated than they were. Many were practically on the border of Olway, and many of the people who came from there didn’t view themselves as a part of Olway.

      “You know the terms of your service. If there is anything that you know, I need to hear it. Especially if it might help our investigation.”

      Sam licked his lips. “I don’t know anything in particular.”

      As Havash continued to watch him, Mia blinked suddenly. “The smell is getting worse!”

      Havash glanced back at the wagon before he reached into his pocket and pulled something out. Setting it on the ground, he started to make a small circuit around the circular item. It reminded Sam of what Havash had done when he’d tested Mia, only this time the sun was out, and Mia stood off to the side rather than at the center.

      The silvery item had a flat sheen to it and caught the light in a way that almost shimmered. As the Alchemist went around it, there was something about it that shifted, as if the longer he went, the more the device changed.

      “Be ready,” Havash said without looking up. He kept his gaze on the ground. His lips moved, speaking silent words.

      The air around the item started to shimmer, not just the silvery sphere itself. When Sam looked over at Mia, her nose had wrinkled deeply, and she looked all around her.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. Whatever I smell is…” She shook her head. “It’s awful. I’ve never smelled anything like it before.”

      What had Havash called it? Vistam. Something strange. And it meant there was a power out here, though it was the type of power he worried about. Whatever Mia and Havash detected was enough to get the Alchemist concerned enough to do… what exactly?

      Sam couldn’t tell what it was Havash tried to do by making his circuit of this, but now the air was definitely shimmering with movement. The shimmer started to spread, looking like some sort of cloud, picking up dust from the slowly drying road and adding to it colors that were reflected from somewhere above them.

      It was really quite beautiful, though he couldn’t shake the concern at what Havash had said. If there was something out here, and if the Alchemist was concerned by it, then Sam thought they needed to be moving rather than simply standing there out in the open.

      Something changed. The sound of thunder rumbled in the distance. Sam looked up, but there was no sign of an incoming storm. The thunder was loud and seemed to be close enough that he should have been able to see if there was something to it, but he didn’t see anything that suggested there was an actual storm brewing.

      There was nothing other than the thunder. When it came again, he looked behind him, back toward Erstan. Storms didn’t usually move in that direction, but the way he heard the thunder left him wondering if maybe this one would be different than the others.

      There was nothing there.

      Then it came again. The thunder was loud, rumbling through him, and he could feel it in a way he normally wouldn’t unless the storm was right down on him.

      Havash circled around the item on the ground more quickly. Now, as he circled, the air was thick, almost a cloud. It crackled with energy as if lightning would explode within it.

      “Are you making the thunder?” Sam asked.

      Havash ignored him. His jaw clenched in concentration, and every so often, he flicked his gaze around him. Whatever else was happening, Havash was concerned. What would concern someone from the Academy?

      Mia took Sam’s hand and squeezed. It was a measure of his growing discomfort that he didn’t even pull his hand away. They stood in place and waited, the thickening cloud coming off of whatever it was that Havash was doing and the thunder rumbling all around them. That was all they could do.

      It felt strange to be so helpless. Mia shouldn’t be. With her magical abilities, she shouldn’t be helpless at all, but if that was what they were dealing with, and if there was the possibility they would encounter additional magic, then there was nothing he would be able to do when it came down to it.

      “Step forward,” Havash finally instructed. He had stopped his circle and stood outside what now looked like a thick swirling of dust and fog around whatever it was he’d set on the ground.

      “Toward what?” Sam asked.

      Thunder rumbled again, this time close enough that Sam could again feel it as the power coursed through him, leaving some part of him shaking with the energy.

      “Move!”

      Sam and Mia stepped forward. When they did, the cloud parted around them, swirling out and flowing around them. Where they went through the cloud, the air tingled strangely. It was almost unpleasant. Warmer than the air should be, and some part of it stung. Probably the dust of whatever it was Havash had sent spinning.

      “Hurry,” Havash hissed. His voice was muted now, though the thunder was still out there. Sam felt it as much as he could hear it. Whatever was coming was different than most of the storms they got in Erstan.

      Something grabbed him. Sam jerked back instinctively, but whatever grabbed him was strong and held onto him tightly. It wrapped around his wrist, and he tried to see if it was Havash, but he couldn’t see the man through the cloud. There was nothing there. He still held tightly to Mia’s hand, but she felt more distant than she had before. He tried to move toward her but couldn’t.

      Whatever had him squeezed. It started around his legs and began working its way up. The pressure built with rising intensity, working along his thighs, then his stomach, then chest, out to his arms, before going through his head.

      Sam cried out. What was happening? The pressure was more than he could tolerate. Could this be the vistam? If that were the case, then why would it be targeting him? The pressure lingered longer than he could track, staying there long enough that he began to wonder if it would ever end. He was aware of nothing else. Only the sense of pressure.

      It stayed with him, filling him. Then it disappeared.
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      The change was rapid, almost impossibly so. It had happened in a flash. The pain and pressure had been there, and then it was wasn’t anymore. When it disappeared, the cloud that had circled around them had gone too, revealing a new landscape entirely.

      Massive buildings rose on either side of Sam, built of a gleaming white stone. On one side, spires rose high toward the sky, almost impossibly high, and on another, there was a single tower of a building. There were others that were similar, and Sam turned slowly in place, holding tightly to Mia’s hand while looking at them all.

      “What happened?” Mia whispered, looking around them in amazement.

      Sam could only shake his head. He knew where they were, only not how they’d gotten here. “This… is Tavran.”

      He’d seen drawings from some of the books Arne had but had never imagined what it might look like in person. Pointing toward the building with the spires, he inhaled deeply. The air smelled different. Not the dust of the road like they’d had—this was floral fragrances and a strange spice.

      “That’s the Temple of Ruiz. That would be the Tower of Feldwar. That would be…”

      He stared at the Academy. The building wasn’t nearly as decorative as the temple and didn’t have the same ornate spires as the temple did, but there was something about the Academy that caught his breath nonetheless.

      “How did we get here?” Mia asked.

      They were in a stone courtyard, walled off from what Sam suspected were streets running all around them. No one else was in the courtyard with them. The ground was hard and dry and reminded him something of the road they’d taken out of Erstan.

      “He brought us here with Alchemy, I think.”

      Havash lifted something off the ground before tucking it into his pocket. It was the sphere he’d set out before. He wiped his hands on his pants and nodded to himself. The tension Sam had seen on his face when they’d been outside of Erstan with the thunder rumbling all around him had faded. It was replaced with a different expression, though it didn’t seem to be any more relaxed.

      “I brought us here,” Havash said, patting his pocket. “And not alchemy. You must be careful about mentioning that, especially these days.” He looked at Sam for a moment. “We will not talk about alchemy. What I used was the Arcane Arts. Nothing more.” He said it firmly and with a sternness to his voice that left Sam on edge. “Unfortunately, I had to bring us here a little more urgently than I would have preferred, but given what I’ve encountered recently, it was necessary. For that—and for your discomfort—I am sorry.”

      He was apologizing?

      Havash turned in place, his lips pressed into a tight frown. He rifled through his pocket, pulling out a few items, before setting them on the ground before him.

      They were all made of a strange metal. One of them was silver, but as long as Sam’s form, and etched with symbols. There was one that looked like an orb, though it was made out of wood, when Havash turned it, it seemed to shimmer, catching a little bit of greenish light. Another still was what looked to be a wire flower. There were a few others, but he didn’t see them very easily.

      Mia remained motionless. She was looking around, her mouth slightly agape.

      Sam stepped over to her. If Havash was busy sorting through everything that he had on him, then he needed to work with his sister.

      “Are you feeling okay?” He kept his voice low, not wanting to upset Havash by speaking, but he wanted to offer Mia whatever help he could.

      “I suppose,” she said. She looked around her before turning back to Sam. “When you talked about it, I never imagined it looking like this. I never imagined it being so large. And, to be honest, I never thought that we would actually make it here.”

      Sam chuckled. “Then I did something that surprised you.”

      “You’ve always surprised me,” she said. “You kept me safe since mother and father…”

      “You don’t have to say it,” he said, taking her hand and squeezing it softly. “I’m going to keep you safe here as well.”

      Mia glanced over to Havash. “How? If he makes you serve him, how are you going to keep me safe?”

      Sam didn’t have any idea. Not yet.

      Finally, Havash straightened. “Very well. Everything is put away. Now, are you ready?”

      “You said it wasn’t alchemy.” It was Mia who spoke, and Sam was surprised by it.

      Havash looked at her, frowning deeply. “As I warned your brother, alchemy is frowned upon these days.”

      “Why?” She asked.

      “Mia,” Sam warned.

      She shrugged, shaking her head. “There are minor alchemists all over Olway. At least, they’re all over the Barlands. Which means they have to be all over Olway. Why would alchemy be so bad?”

      Havash nodded to her, and he shifted his cloak, managing to hide the contents in his pockets. “Alchemy is not bad, at least, minor alchemy isn’t. What is it about the use of herbs and leaves and other medicinals to offer healing and hope?”

      It was more than just that. Sam had seen how Arne created a lantern just the other day. There were other uses of alchemy, but perhaps it was different than what was taught in the Academy.

      “And Mia isn’t going to learn about that kind of alchemy?”

      “Not any longer,” Havash said. His voice was soft. “As I said, this is not alchemy. It might have been created with alchemy, but its use was with the Arcane Arts.”

      “Aren’t they the same?” Mia asked.

      Havash snorted. “Not all Alchemy requires the art.” Turning and frowning at Mia, he said, “Now it’s time to get you to the Academy.” He hesitated. “I suppose both of you.”

      She took a breath and looked all around her. Sam squeezed her hand, hoping to reassure her, but not sure that he did. All of this would be stranger still for her. Mia hadn’t studied the way that he had, she didn’t know the buildings, and she would have no idea what to expect here. Not that he was that much more worldly than she, but at least he’d taken the time to study and had a sense of what was here.

      “Come along now. We will walk the rest of the way.”

      “You couldn’t bring us all the way to where we needed to go?” Mia asked.

      Havash looked back at her, a dark gleam in his eyes. “As you will learn, there are places where you don’t travel without the risk of some sort of danger. This was as far as I could safely bring us. Now. We should keep moving before others arrive, and we find ourselves tossed from here.”

      “Others?”

      Sam turned slowly, looking around the courtyard. It wasn’t large, but the walls looked to be stout. Light reflected from something buried in the walls, a dull sort of reflection that reminded him of the way the light had reflected off the sphere Havash had used to bring them here.

      At the edge of the courtyard, Sam continued to stare all around him. There was nothing here that left him thinking they were in any danger, so why would Havash suggest they would be tossed?

      Havash opened a door, pressing it outward, so it swung toward the street. He stood for a moment, waiting for them to follow. Sam hesitated, then saw a cloud of dust forming in the center of the courtyard. It was the same cloud they’d been trapped within when they had traveled here.

      “How do you make sure you don’t overlap with another?” Sam asked.

      Havash followed the direction of Sam’s gaze, frowning slightly. “There are ways of detecting whether another has traveled. When you have a chance to work with that power long enough, you begin to feel the familiarity of it. The worst thing that could happen would be landing on another user of the Arcane Arts as they traveled to Tavran.” He shook his head. “Perhaps not the worst thing. Still, not what we would have wanted during this journey.”

      When they were all out in the street, he pushed the door closed behind them, sealing off the courtyard, but not before Sam noticed the cloud thickening. The streaks of color in it were different than what he’d seen from the one Havash had formed, though he couldn’t tell much more than that.

      Havash guided them along the streets. Sam found himself gawking at everything, from the shops of more kinds than he’d ever seen before, to the people on the street dressed in all sorts of different clothing, to the changing smells mixing on the wind. Everything about Tavran felt amazing and incredible.

      They headed toward the Academy building. It loomed over them, taller than most of the surrounding buildings and set on a slight hillside so that it seemed even taller. As they moved toward it, Sam found his gaze drawn up to the building. Massive towers stretched up from around a central portion. All of it taller than any building he’d seen before, and the stone unlike any of the others in the city. Sunlight gleamed off the stone, though differently than it did from the Temple of Ruiz.

      “Is that where we’re going?” Mia whispered to him.

      “I suppose it is,” Sam said.

      In the time that they’d been traveling, he hadn’t had the opportunity to give enough thought to what Havash had asked of him. Mostly because he thought that he would have time to think. He had anticipated a week-long or more journey to Tavran, time where he would’ve been able to question Havash, even if he did so slowly. He hadn’t expected they would reach the Academy so quickly.

      And now he wasn’t sure how he was going to get his questions answered.

      Havash intended to force Sam into the Academy to serve as a spy, but what would happen if others learned of his intentions? Havash wouldn’t be the only person with power within the Academy.

      But what choice did he have? He had attacked a master of the Arcane Arts. Now that he’d seen the power Havash possessed, he didn’t know what he’d been thinking. The other man was powerful, and he likely had been in control the entire time. Even though Mia had been in danger of dying, Sam couldn’t think that Havash would have actually let her die.

      At least, he didn’t think so.

      “What if… What if I can’t do this?”

      Sam smiled at her. “You have the potential.” He nodded to Havash. “Even he saw that. Just do what they ask. Learn what you can. This is an opportunity for both of us.” He shrugged. “And if things don’t go well, well, then we can return home.”

      “I don’t know, Sam. It just feels to me that when you come to a place like this, you don’t really get to return.”

      As he looked around the city, he couldn’t help but feel as if she was right.

      By the time they reached the wall surrounding the Academy, anxiety had begun to build within Sam. He felt more uncertain than he had before. He might’ve been an outsider in Erstan, but he knew what to expect. He knew how to navigate the streets. In this case, he was going to be an outsider, an overmatched one at that.

      Somehow, he was supposed to find information in a place like this?

      The wall itself was enormous. Easily twelve feet tall, made of a smooth white stone, with a thorny vine running along the surface. They passed through an arched iron gate until the entrance to the Academy loomed in front of them.

      The building was enormous, with several distinct towers rising off from a central chamber, all nestled along the shore of the river running through Tavran. The stone didn’t gleam quite as brightly as he had assumed it did from a distance, though it still had something about it that made it look better than the neighboring buildings.

      A path lined with shrubs shaped to look like animals led toward the entrance of the Academy. A few trees were scattered across the lawn, and the fragrance of unseen flowers hung in the air.

      “Where are all the people?” Sam asked.

      “This is an Academy. They will be working on their studies. As you will be.” He frowned as he looked at Sam. “You must make this convincing. Remember the consequences of your failure.”

      Sam nodded quickly and hurried to keep up with Havash as they made their way along the path. When they reached the door, the man pressed his hand on it, and slowly the door began to glow with a bright white light.

      Havash grunted. “This is what they use for protections?”

      “What was that?”

      Havash shook his head. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

      He pulled something from his pocket and set it in front of the door. With some surge of magic, it began to glow, and that power flowed into the door.

      “What is that?” Sam asked.

      “A key.”

      The door didn’t change, but a sense of power flowed away from Havash, into the key, and toward the door.

      Mia leaned close to it, watching intently. “Will I need to know how to do that?”

      “You will need to know how to do a great many things. This is where you’ll learn them. The first year is the hardest. You’ll be placed into your tower, separated with students showing a similar aptitude, and then your classes will begin.”

      Mia nodded slowly but cast a sideways glance at Sam. She was scared.

      He was concerned as well. What would happen to him? Havash wanted him to pretend to be a student, to pretend to have potential, but he had no aptitude. There was something he could benefit from, though. It was exactly what he had told Havash.

      He could learn. Read. Help Mia.

      Together, he would make sure that she passed the first year. During that time, he would ensure that he had an opportunity to look for how he could survive after he finished Havash’s task.

      Having a plan helped him feel better.

      The door opened, and a thin man with a prominent chin and a sharp nose looked out at them. “May I help you?”

      Havash lifted the device, tucking it back into his pocket. “Where is Bethal?”

      “The Grandam is preoccupied.” The man’s gaze swept over Sam and then Mia. “Did you bring students for testing? Unfortunately, you are a day late, so you’ll have to return next year.”

      “I already tested them.”

      “You did.”

      Sam frowned. This man didn’t know Havash?

      “I did. Now, if you will call Bethal, I will explain the situation to her and how I came across these candidates.”

      The man nodded toward Sam. “He looks a little old.”

      “Who are you again?” Havash demanded.

      “I am Ben Orland. The Secundum.”

      “Well, I’m Havash Grosham.” Ben’s eyes narrowed slightly, but Havash continued. “I understand you’re in need of an Alchemist.” When Ben didn’t move, Havash shook his head before shouldering past him. “Come along.” He pointed to Mia. “They’ve been tested. Plenty capable I would say, but I suspect the Secundum would prefer to retest them.”

      “That will not be necessary. If you tested them…”

      “Yes,” Havash said.

      “Very well. I will see them to their towers. The Grandam is meeting with the rest of the students soon. They can be placed after that.”

      Havash straightened and looked over to Ben. “I believe the Alchemist section is where it has always been.”

      Havash started away, but Ben caught him, pulling Havash around.

      “There was an accident,” Ben said, keeping his voice low.

      “I’m aware. Why else do you think I returned?”

      “The area has been sealed off. We think it’s for the best. The smell…”

      Havash regarded him for a moment. “You closed it off because of a smell?”

      “There have been many reasons it’s been sealed off. Much like the reasons the rest of the Academy has been sealed off.”

      “Yes. About that. You may let Bethal know I intend to secure the Academy myself. Not to diminish the work you’ve already done, but I think there might be some benefit to my additions.”

      “Your additions? Some of the brightest minds in the Academy placed those protections.”

      “Around the entirety of the city, or just the Academy?” Havash asked.

      “Why would we need to place them around the city? We can’t restrict trade,” Ben said.

      “And why around only the Academy? If the city is safe enough—”

      “The accident happened inside the Academy,” Ben pressed. “And we do not know if it is an attack or merely an accident.”

      Havash arched a brow. “The accident happened where it shouldn’t have.”

      A pale white light from Ben flowed around Havash. With a wave of his hand, that power faded. Havash turned to look at Ben, locking eyes with him. “I would prefer you not do that.”

      Ben released Havash’s arm. “It will be good to have an Alchemist within the Academy again. Having lost so many was a terrible thing. Will you need quarters arranged?”

      “That will be unnecessary,” Havash said. “If the alchemy section is unavailable, I believe I can find my old quarters just fine.” He flashed a smile. He nodded to Sam and Mia. “And see them placed into a tower. And let Bethal know that I will meet with her after her visit with the students.”

      “Who is Bethal?” Mia asked.

      Ben turned to Mia, frowning. “Why she is the Grandam. She leads the Academy.”

      As Sam watched Havash depart, he couldn’t help but have even more questions. Who was this man that could demand a visit with the head of the Academy?

      And what had he gotten himself into?
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      Sam kept his gaze on Havash’s back as he made his way down the hallway. He reached the door at the far end, where he paused for a moment, a faint trace of pale white light beginning to glow from him. It lingered briefly before fading.

      “Come along, then,” Ben said. “The two of you can wait in the hall until the others arrive.”

      He started toward a stair at the end of the hall opposite direction that Havash had gone.

      Sam hurried after him, taking Mia by the arm, guiding her alongside him. On their way, Sam had a moment to skim his gaze along the line of portraits on either side of the wall. Each one was the painted face of some distinguished individual. There were a few sculptures, including one that looked to be shaped something like a massive fish shooting out of the water. Sam could almost imagine that the sculpture was alive and that the fish would cross the hallway.

      When they reached the staircase, he finally spoke up. “What are we going to wait for the others to do? Are they coming?” That didn’t quite fit with what he had thought Ben had said earlier. As far as he remembered, Ben had claimed that the other students had already arrived and that he and Mia were too late for the opportunity to study at the Academy.

      “The rest of the students have already begun getting settled. As I said,” Ben said, glancing back, his gaze hard, though softening a little as he looked at Mia, “the selection for the others happened recently. You aren’t too late, but unfortunately, you will not be offered the same accommodations as you would have if you arrived earlier. The earliest students get sorted the soonest and placed into their tower.”

      “What happens in the tower?” Sam asked.

      Now that he was away from Havash, he felt freer to question, and though Ben had looked at them with a sour expression, he had at least answered him. Besides, Sam had a feeling that he was going to have to get used to asking questions around the Academy in order to satisfy what Havash wanted from him. Mia might be able to stay with her penchant for magic, but Sam would not. There was a real danger in getting separated from her, and if he were sent away and perhaps even sent out into the city, he wouldn’t be able to help her get through the first year. If she could manage that, succeed in her testing, then she could remain. And if she did that… Then they could finally be safe.

      “There are four towers in the Academy,” Ben explained, watching them both with a hint of curiosity in his eyes. “Though I am surprised I must share that with you.”

      “We don’t know much about the Academy,” Sam admitted. “We came from Erstan.”

      He thought it was best to be honest with that and feel out how others might respond. It was possible that most in Olway wouldn’t even know where Erstan was. They were far enough along the border that they might as well not even be a part of it.

      “He brought you from the border?” He frowned and looked past Sam again as if looking for Havash.

      “He was coming through, and he tested my sister. She had potential. As did I,” Sam added with a bit of a rush.

      Ben pressed his lips together in a tight frown. “Interesting. We’ve always been told that there are none with any real potential from those lands,” he said. “But perhaps we have not had the opportunity to evaluate. It might be a mistake that needs correcting.”

      “I don’t think it’s terribly common,” Sam said. “We haven’t seen too many with the ability.”

      Ben nodded as if he expected nothing less. “Well, then much of this might be new for you. I suppose that is unfortunate, but maybe we should be prepared for that.” He nodded again. “I will give you a taste.” He continued up the stairs and paused at the top of the landing. It opened out into a massive hallway, with doors lining either side of it. Could those be the classrooms?

      “There are four towers within the Academy,” he began. “Each one represents an ancient weapon. The founders believed that the Arcane Arts were meant for defense, and what better defense than an ancient weapon?” Ben smiled tightly. “But those who know of the workings of the Academy understand that it is more than just ancient weapons. It is ancient spells, in particular. When you are sorted into a tower, you will live and study amongst the others there, but that does not mean you cannot mingle with other students. It only means that you have a predilection.”

      Sam felt his heart beginning to pound a little bit faster. “How are we sorted? Is there something with the Arcane Arts?”

      Ben clucked. “No. Nothing so much like that. It’s more about how you were tested. I imagine Havash gave you some instruction as to which tower you belonged in?”

      Sam swallowed. He hadn’t. “I don’t know if we had an opportunity. We had to hurry back.”

      Ben’s frown deepened, growing more severe. “That is unfortunate. Well, what type of magic are you naturally inclined to? That is the older way of sorting.”

      “Mia can stop things,” Sam said.

      Ben turned to her, regarding her for a moment. “Is that right? No wonder he thought that you should come. You are the right age, but you are a bit reserved. I had thought that perhaps he brought you along because of your brother.”

      “What is it?” Sam asked.

      “What you called stopping things is known as sharan. It is actually one of the four cornerstones of the Arcane Arts, and it is what one of the towers is named after.” He smiled. “Perhaps Havash didn’t assign you to a tower because he simply knew.”

      Sam wasn’t sure if that was the case or if Havash had simply forgotten about it. He still had to wonder about Havash and his role in the Academy.

      “And what about you?” Ben asked, tapping his cheek. “He didn’t give you any insight? I must say that you are a little older than the students we usually get, so you will find that the other students in your grouping are more your sister’s age. I hope that does not offend you.”

      Sam almost burst out laughing. “No. It won’t offend me.”

      “Good. The Academy is a place where all can gain an understanding of the talents they were born with and can gain mastery of the Arcane Arts.”

      “All?”

      Ben chuckled, starting to turn away. “Well, not all, but those who are born with the natural potential can. Much like you.” He glanced over to Sam. “You haven’t shared with me your predilection.”

      “Alchemy,” Sam said quickly.

      That elicited a deeper frown from them than anything else so far. “Alchemy? Ah, well then, I’m afraid that will be a bit of a challenge.”

      “Why?” Sam had to be careful here.

      “Given the accident in the alchemy section, the fifth tower, such as it once was known, despite not being an actual tower, is no more. Students who had a predilection for alchemy were sorted into one of the other towers.” He glanced over to Sam. “Do you have any other predilections?”

      He had no idea that alchemy was an actual predilection, and he had said it without really thinking, only wanting to understand.

      “There’s a pressure with the Arcane arts and color…” He started, remembering what he had seen when Havash was using his magic. Sam doubted that was much of anything and certainly not magic, but maybe it would make a difference to Ben and the Academy. He didn’t have to make a whole lot of sense anyway. They were from the border, and they would be expected not to really know the workings of magic.

      Ben regarded him for a long moment. “Alchemy and tolath. Interesting. Well, then you have your sorting. Mia, you will be assigned to the sharan, and your brother will be assigned to tolath. It does not mean that you won’t get to see each other,” he said, waving his hand as if dismissing a question he knew would be asked. “But it does mean that you will be less likely to study together. All towers have some intermingling, and of course, classes are shared.”

      “What about the other two towers?”

      “There are grisenack and olwand, but neither of you will be linked to them.” He stopped at the door and pressed on the handle, opening up a massive chamber. It was far larger than any place Sam had ever seen before. Dark stained wood covered the walls, and a plush carpet covered the floor. It was beautiful.

      “This is the grand hall,” Ben said. “And the Grandam will meet with all the students here. You can wait here. I imagine that the others will gather soon.”

      Ben turned away, and Sam cleared his throat, trying to catch him.

      “Do we need any… I don’t know… supplies?”

      Ben sniffed. “All supplies are taken care of. As are expenses while you are here. You will be given a small stipend, like every other student, and if you have additional funds, you may spend it as you please.”

      “How much is the stipend?”

      Ben glanced back. “Oh, it’s not very much. Only a silver a month. Barely enough to get into any trouble in the rest of Tavran.”

      With that, he stepped out of the door, leaving Sam speechless.

      When the Secundum was gone, Sam turned to his sister. “A silver a month? Which means between the two of us, we’ll have two silvers a month.” Sam had already started doing the math, and as he pieced it together, he figured that if they could save the silvers since all supplies and boarding needs were taken care of, he could live off the silvers after he inevitably flunked out of the Academy following the first year.

      He started to smile.

      “What is it?” Mia asked.

      “I’m just feeling like our luck might be turning.”

      “It just seems like so much,” Mia said, her own smile widening.

      “It is a bit much,” Sam agreed. “And…” Despite everything else and the excitement that he had started to feel, maybe that was a mistake. “I know we’re not going to be in the same tower, but I’ll figure out what we need to do to study together.”

      “What if they don’t let me?”

      “Havash and Ben have already said that we can see each other.”

      “Not them,” Mia said, stepping closer to him as the door opened, and a mousy-looking young woman stepped in. She had glasses, her hair and pigtails, and was about the same age as Mia. She looked at them before moving apart. “What if my tower doesn’t let me?”

      “Why wouldn’t it?”

      “Why would they separate us? They want to divide us, don’t they?”

      “They are separating us because…” Sam didn’t really have a good reason for why they were getting separated. Maybe because it was about the predilection for various magical uses, but from what he’d seen and read, they were all going to be taught the same topics anyway, so it didn’t really matter. “I don’t know. We’ll figure something out.” The door opened again, and another student came in, then another.

      They stood at the back of the room, neither of them speaking, both of them looking on in shock as nearly a hundred different people filed in. Most were dressed in formal robes, each of them colored, and they separated off in different directions. At first, Sam thought they were groupings of friends, but it soon became clear that the different colored robes stayed together.

      He saw robes striped with four different colors. Green. Blue. Deep red that was almost maroon. And yellow.

      Sam leaned close to his sister. “I think the robes signify which tower you are in.”

      Mia nodded. “I saw that too,” she said.

      “Of course you did,” he said to her. He often treated her like she wasn’t as bright as she was, but he knew better. Mia had a quick mind.

      “And it’s even more reason for me to think that we won’t be able to see each other,” she said.

      She took his arm, holding onto it.

      She might be right. And if that were the case, then they had to figure out something. But they would have food. Safety. A warm, sheltered place to sleep. They wouldn’t have to fear getting grabbed by soldiers and dragged off to the mines.

      And at the end of the year, Sam might have twenty-four silvers that he could use to figure out what he would do next. Mia didn’t need the money. She would have enough. She would have her own stipend the following year.

      Whatever else happened, he was determined to see she succeeded. This was far more than he could have ever imagined.

      He looked up again when the door opened, and the steady murmuring in the room suddenly went silent. The woman who entered was short and petite, and her robe was almost impossible black, barely skimming along the surface of the carpet. She strode forward, hands clasped behind her back, a stern expression in her eyes as she swept it to the four different groupings of students.

      “That has to be her,” Sam whispered.

      “I know,” Mia said.

      He looked over, saw her staring straight ahead, and he nodded. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed otherwise.”

      She squeezed his arm. “You did what you promised to do and got me here. Now you can relax.”

      “I have a feeling that I can’t really relax here,” Sam said.

      Mia squeezed his arm again. “No. I feel the same way.”

      The woman turned and faced the gathered students. “Has everyone been settled into their tower?”

      There was a nervous murmuring around the room, but no one spoke up. “I see almost everyone has claimed the appropriate clothing.” Her gaze turned to the back of the room, settling on Sam and then Mia.

      There was something about the way that she looked at him that filled him with a fluttering of panic.

      Her eyes were an intense green, almost impossibly so, and they seem to hold him from a distance. What kind of magical ability did she have? It had to be something. It had to be one of the different towers, but which one?

      “Late arrivals.” She sniffed, and more than a few people turned to eye the new arrivals.

      Sam held his attention straight ahead, afraid to meet anyone’s gaze. He didn’t need any more attention than necessary. He already felt like there was going to be too much focus on him during his time in the Academy that he had to be careful. Havash would have him investigating, and there was the simple fact that he had no magic that put him into an uncomfortable situation.

      Mia, on the other hand, belonged here.

      With increasing certainty, Sam knew what he needed to do.

      He gradually pulled his arm away from her. When she looked up, meeting his gaze for a moment, he smiled tightly and then nodded to Bethel. Mia didn’t need him bringing her down. She had to succeed.

      That wasn’t to say that she couldn’t acknowledge being his sister, but she had potential. It was her time to shine. This was her place.

      “This is your official welcome to the Academy of the Arcane Arts,” Bethel said. “You are blessed with being the one-hundredth class to enter the Academy.” She paused, and it was almost as if there was silence waiting for a round of applause that never came. “We had anticipated bringing an equal number of students as there were classes, but that was not to be.” Sam wanted to take a moment to count the others in the room with him, but he didn’t dare. “First, a few points to discuss. Each of you has been assigned to a tower by now. If you have not,” she glanced toward them again, and Sam found himself growing irritated, “then you must speak to one of the hall monitors, or perhaps even an instructor, and find your way. Classes begin at eight bells in the morning. You are expected to arrive on time, which means being early. Tardiness will not be tolerated. The Academy is a place of the exacting standards, and if you cannot meet those, you will be expelled, no questions asked.” She swung her gaze around the room, and for the first time, Sam didn’t feel as if she were singling he and Mia out, but when she finally did reach him, she left her gaze leveled on him for a longer moment than the others.

      Maybe she knew.

      “Meals will be held in the common room. They are twice a day. You may take something for the morning, if necessary,” she said as if dismissing that idea, “and you will have one day to yourselves each week. Use it wisely. The curriculum is intense. Not only will you be expected to master the Arcane Arts, but students of the Academy are expected to excel in other matters as well, as graduates have become leaders all throughout Olway.” She smiled, and there was something almost terrifying in the way that she did. “There is one caveat this year, a new rule for those of you who have older siblings here. The alchemy tower is off limits. Unfortunately, there was a horrifying accident some months ago, and it is dangerous for any with magical potential. I can say this in no uncertain terms. Do not go into the alchemy tower. Those who violate this decree will be expelled.”

      She looked around the room, and Sam tried to keep his expression as neutral as possible.

      “Most of your evenings will be occupied studying. The library is open to all students, regardless of skill level, so utilize the resources that we have. And again, do not get yourself into trouble.”

      Sam’s breath caught. He hadn’t even given any consideration to the possibility that there might be something more in this for him. A library. How long had he wanted to have access to a library?

      And he had thought the books that he would’ve had access to in Erstan at Arne’s shop would have been impressive, but they would have been nothing compared to what he would find here.

      “Your time and attention should be spent working on preparing yourself for the testing at the end of the year. All students must pass in order to move on to the next stage. Those who do not, unfortunately, will not be invited back next year.” She looked around before pausing. “As you can imagine, it is highly competitive to even be admitted into the Academy. It is highly competitive to remain in the Academy. Only the best and brightest can remain. Those who are here for reasons other than mastering the Arcane Arts, will find that they do not have the talent to proceed.”

      She looked at each person in the room in turn and then nodded to herself before striding forward.
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      Sam nodded to Mia. “Come on. We need to catch up to her.”

      Bethel had already stepped out of the door, leaving the rest of the students murmuring quietly amongst themselves. Sam didn’t feel comfortable lingering here until he and Mia had been formally placed into a tower and had changed into the appropriate robes.

      “I don’t want to go talk with her,” Mia whispered. “She scares me.”

      “We have to figure out which tower we need to go to,” he said.

      “We know the towers. We just have to find out which ones they are.”

      He slowed at the door, realizing that she was right. They did know their towers, and unfortunately, chasing down Bethel, regardless of whether it might provide him with some answers didn’t help.

      “Then let’s go figure out which tower you need to go to.”

      She looked up at him, and he expected her to argue, but she didn’t.

      For a moment, Sam thought that Mia might finally break out of her shell. He had tried to encourage her to take a greater role to find the fearlessness that he remembered from when they were younger, but life on the streets, even in a place like Erstan that wasn’t all that large, was hard. It had been especially hard on them.

      They followed the stairs back down to the main part of the Academy before Sam stopped. He’d made a mistake. “I just realized that I don’t know how to get into the towers,” he said, turning and smiling to Mia. “Imagine that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You can’t know everything, Sam.”

      “I know. I was prepared to get you into the Academy. That has been my purpose all along. I never ever considered the possibility that I might have to come here, too.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      “No. I think it’s better that I’m here with you. Two of us have a much greater chance of getting you to succeed.”

      “You could study and succeed, too,” she said.

      Sam chuckled. “That isn’t going to happen. I have to have…” He lowered his voice, leaning closer to his sister. “A different type of talent than what I have. And that’s okay. I have a plan.” It hadn’t taken long for him, either.

      Not only would he spend the year saving up the stipend they were given, but he could start planning for what he would do. He would stay in Tavran. There was nothing for him in Erstan, anyway, and he could be of more assistance to his sister being close by. He would use his year staying in the library, studying as much as he could, and taking advantage of the resources of the Academy. There had to be a job market for somebody who had spent a year within the Academy. Even if they never came out as a master of the Arcane Arts, there had to be something for him. Perhaps Havash’s assignment could give him a greater value than he had never considered before.

      “What are the two of you doing here?”

      Sam looked over to see a tall, broad-shouldered young man approaching, wearing deep navy robes. There was a crest on his left lapel, likely signifying some rank, Sam assumed.

      “We’re late arrivals to the Academy,” Sam quickly explained. “My sister and I were both—”

      “Which tower?” the man asked, sounding board.

      “I’m in tolath, and she is in sharan.”

      His gaze darkened when Sam mentioned that he was in the tolath tower, but it brightened just a little bit when he mentioned Mia’s.

      “Sharan. Well. Why don’t you come with me? Only the best make the most challenging tower.” He looked over to Sam. “Not like in tolath.”

      He escorted Mia down the hall, and she looked back at Sam uncertainly.

      At least Sam knew which color was sharan.

      Now he had to figure out which one represented tolath.

      He started down the hallway, making his way after his sister and the older student. She was looking up at him, and some of the fear had started to fade away, a smile brightening her face.

      Perhaps that was for the best.

      He neared the end of the hall, for the door where he had seen Havash examining it when a door nearest to him popped open. It was Havash. He had a loaf of bread in one hand, a knife in another, and he paused as soon as he saw Sam.

      “What are you doing down here already?”

      “I’m trying to figure out which tower I need to go to.” He looked around him. “My sister was assigned to sharan—”

      “I suppose that is for the best. She would be suited for it. Typically students are tested for towers at the time of their testing, but seeing as how your testing was a little unconventional, we did not have the opportunity. Sharan would be a good fit for someone with her obvious ability.”

      “And what obvious ability is that?”

      Havash said nothing.

      Sam snorted. “At least you could tell me how I find the tolath tower.”

      “Tolath?”

      Sam shrugged. “Why?”

      “It is an interesting choice. How were you assigned?”

      “You left us with Ben, so he made the decision.”

      “And on what grounds did he make the decision?”

      His voice was a deep growl, but it was low as if he were trying to keep a secret between the two of them.

      “I don’t know. I mentioned that I was interested in alchemy—”

      Havash took a step toward him, and Sam immediately jerked back. “You must be careful with expressing your interest in alchemy here,” Havash whispered furiously.

      “I’ve had an interest in alchemy even before,” Sam said. “I was trying to study with our alchemist in Erstan before coming with you. I thought that maybe I could become a minor alchemist.”

      “And I have told you that minor alchemy is little more than of minor usefulness.”

      In a place like Erstan, minor alchemy had quite a bit of usefulness. It was stable. And it was steady work. And not only that, but it also paid well.

      “Can you at least point out where to find the tower?” Sam asked.

      “Come along,” Havash snapped.

      Sam had other questions for him, but he felt as if he were to ask, he would only draw more of Havash’s irritation. At this point, he needed to keep him from getting too angry with him.

      He stopped in the middle of the hall. With a loaf of bread, he pointed in one direction. “Pay attention, Samran. If you have as quick mind as you claim, you should only need one instruction.”

      Sam resisted the urge to snap back at him, knowing it was pointless.

      “In that direction, you will find olwand.” He turned, motioning in the opposite direction. “Grisenack. Sharan,” he said, motioning down the direction that they had just come, which Sam had already known, especially since he had seen Mia heading down there with the older student. “And tolath,” he said, motioning the fourth direction along the hall. “Four towers.”

      “But there are five towers,” Sam said.

      Havash turned back to him, glowering at him. “There were five towers. Now there are four.”

      Havash started off as if he had said all that he needed to, but Sam hurried up to him. “This is the one-hundredth class?”

      Havash slowed, frowning at Sam. “Perhaps.”

      “That’s what Bethel said, so it must be. Did you disturb her numbers in some way?”

      “Did she tell you that?”

      “She didn’t say it, but I saw the way that she was looking around the room, and she seemed more than a little irritated.”

      “Then you should know that it is not with you. She’s more irritated with me.”

      “Then I need to be careful with her.”

      Havash frowned. “Do you think that she will associate you with me? I was merely the one who tested you. There was no other connection between the two of us.” The way that Havash said it suggested that he would not help Sam if it came down to it. “Much like other students were tested by other instructors. Don’t think that it is anything else.”

      “I just didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot.”

      “Then stop following me.”

      Sam frowned. “I’m not following. I’m just trying to get some answers.”

      “You’re following me.”

      “Fine. Maybe I am, but if I’m to be successful with what you’ve asked of me,” Sam said, trying to pick his words carefully, “that I’m going to need to know just what is expected of me. You didn’t give me anything else.”

      “You think other students were given more information than you?”

      “Probably. They knew what they were getting into when they came to the Academy.”

      “Yes. They did. But you are the one who claimed to be all so clever. Now it’s your turn to prove it. You will keep your ears open and report to me. You know the rest.”

      Havash strode off.

      Trying to decide how he felt about Havash.

      Scared, mostly. He needed to succeed. He needed the years’ worth of stipend in order for him to succeed. He needed that years’ worth of time so that he could study and prepare for the inevitability of when he left the Academy.

      He turned, following the direction that Havash had indicated, heading toward the tolath tower. Other students had started out, making their way up.

      Tolath was the green robes.

      Interesting.

      Sam waited until everybody was up, and then he started after them.

      He picked his way carefully, and the stairs wound steadily upward until he reached a small landing. From here, the hall ran off. He found someone dressed in a green robe heading in the opposite direction down the hall.

      “Excuse me?”

      The girl—probably not much older than Mia—turned back and looked at him. Was she one of the new students, as well?

      “Are you in the wrong tower?” she asked.

      “I was assigned to tolath. I was told this is—”

      She spun, marching toward him. “A new student.” She nodded. “We don’t get as many as some of the other towers. We have a bit more of a complexity to the kind of Arcane Arts we favor, so it is not as common.”

      Sam realized that he hadn’t seen that many with the green robes in the great hall with Bethel.

      “I was told I needed to come and get my room assignment?”

      She nodded. “I’ll show you. High-ranking students are in the lower levels, and lower-ranking students on the upper levels. You’re lucky. We get our own room. Most of the other towers have to share, at least until you get to the higher ranks, anyway. At that point, there usually is some drop-off, and most get a room of their own.”

      Drop-off.

      Sam knew this meant a cut of students who didn’t survive beyond the first year. He would be a drop-off, especially when things took the inevitable turn that they would. He was determined that his sister, on the other hand, would not be.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Sam said.

      She regarded him for a long moment, a hint of irritation flashing in her eyes before she shook her head. “Diana Oberon. Now, follow me.” She took a narrow set of stairs that twisted up, passing another landing and then another, until she finally stopped. She waved her hand. “Go pick a room. We can get you situated with your robes and any necessary books after you are established here. Until then, you should get situated. What do you have for belongings?”

      Sam looked down at himself. “You’re looking at it.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Not a thing. We came quickly. I’m from—”

      Diana had already turned away, heading back down the stairs.

      It was enough to make him smile, even though there was an insult in how she dismissed them so quickly. At this point, Sam just didn’t care.

      He paused in the hallway. He had only caught a fleeting glance along the other halls, but they were narrow, with doors lining them. The lowered levels in the tower had a plush carpet running the length of the hall, and orbs set into the walls glowing with a pale-yellow light. On this level, there was no carpet. There were no orbs. Just old-fashioned appearing lanterns, though they put off a poor light, one that was almost dingy. He stopped in front of one of them and considered it for a few moments. It was alchemy and skillfully done. He wasn’t surprised by that. It reminded him somewhat of the kind Arne had done, though not completely. Arne lacked this level of skill.

      He looked along the hallway. There were five doors on either side. He paused at the first one before knocking.

      When no one answered, he pushed it open, but he saw a trunk with clothing set on the ground. Sam hurriedly pulled the door closed. He didn’t want anybody getting upset that he was venturing into someplace that he wasn’t supposed to be. He tried the room across the hall, knocking, getting no answer, before checking inside. Much like the last one, there was no answer, but there was a stack of clothes on the end of the bed, a pile of books near the door, and a tray with fruit half-eaten on it. The next two doors had belongings in them as well.

      By the time he reached the third door on the right-hand side, he found the room empty.

      There was an unmade bed, a stack of sheets with the blanket piled on top of it. There was a pillow, looking far more comfortable than anything that he had ever seen in his life. A washbasin was empty, but it offered the promise of cleanliness. A small wardrobe fit up against the wall, and a narrow desk were the only other items within the room.

      He and Mia had referred to the broken-down building as their broken palace, but this was a palace. At least, it was to him.

      He might not belong, but he would find a way to fit in. He would find a way to make the most of his time. Sam refused end up back on the street. Never again.

      As he stood in the doorway, tears streamed down his face.
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      The dining hall was enormous.

      Sam had thought that having a room of his own was more than he deserved, but coming to the dining hall, and having an opportunity to eat without having to scavenge for food, was another level altogether. He stood in the doorway, unable to fully comprehend the various smells and aromas igniting his senses. Rows of tables stretched from one end of the hall to another, four in total, with enough space that he could easily imagine a fifth table had once fit there, though it was no longer in place. One row of tables for each tower.

      He was dressed in his own green robes. They were softer than Sam thought that he deserved, and he found himself running his hands across them every so often. The clothing that he had worn to the Academy had been tattered and frayed, dingy on top of it. He had stood out because of that, and had known that he had stood out, and had worried that it would make it difficult for him to do what Havash wanted from him.

      Now…

      After bathing and putting on his robes, he felt as if he fit in.

      Though truth be told, Sam didn’t think he really fit in. How could he? He couldn’t do what anybody else here in the Academy can do.

      “Are you going inside?” An attractive young woman with raven black hair stood behind him. She had pale skin and green eyes. She had on a deep green robe, just like his.

      “I’m sorry. It’s my first day here.”

      She arched a brow at him. “You don’t say?”

      “Which table?”

      Though he suspected that each of the tables was for each of the towers, Sam had gotten here early, wanting to eat, and not having anything else to do or anywhere else to go.

      She motioned to one of the tables along the left wall. “Our tower generally eats there.”

      “Do you… Do you have to eat with your tower?”

      She frowned at him as if he were stupid. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to here. Most people want to eat with people they live and study with, but if you don’t, then be my guest. Just be ready for the consequences.”

      “What sort of consequences?”

      She laughed and then spun on her heel, heading toward the table where she stood for a moment.

      Sam wasn’t going to wait any longer. She was right. He needed to fit in. And if he did something that looked out of place, he would have a harder time here. He moved into the dining hall, glancing at a few other students who were already there, though most were at the far end of the room where they were gathering trays filled with food.

      He smiled to himself as he made his way back there and grabbed one of the trays, keeping food on it and hurrying to the table. The woman had taken a seat at one end, and while she was attractive enough, she had a certain irritated tilt to her jaw that made him question whether he should sit near her.

      If something happened, and he was kicked out of the Academy, Sam wasn’t going to let the opportunity to eat as much as he could pass him by. It was why he had been willing to grab as much as he could. He had stacked pieces of bread, cheeses, sliced meats, even a steaming pile of broccoli hall onto his tray. He had topped it all off with two apples. As others took a seat at the table, he realized they had taken far more reasonable portions.

      Another green-robed person walked to the seat across from him. “Mind if I sit here?”

      Sam looked up. He was a heavyset young man, maybe a few years older than Mia but probably younger than Sam. He had around face short brown hair and dark rings under his eyes.

      “Be my guest,” Sam said. “I didn’t know if people had places where they tended to sit or if I was taking someone’s spot.”

      The boy chuckled. “You’re new, too, I take it.”

      Sam nodded.

      “I didn’t know. You’re older than most newbies.”

      “I heard,” Sam said.

      “We get people from all over, and sometimes the talent shows itself later than in others. At least, that’s what I was told when I was tested.” He took a bite of bread, chewing slowly. “I’m older than most who come here, too. Most are fourteen or fifteen and finish up by the time they are… Well, your age.”

      Sam looked around the room. As he did, he realized that there were people of various ages here. The younger ones seemed to have an uncertain look in their eyes or a hesitance to grab their trays of food.

      And here, he had thought that he wouldn’t stand out quite so much once he was dressed in his robes.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I heard the oldest student the Academy has ever taken was in their twenties. I can’t imagine what that would have been like. But then, learning the Arcane Arts is still learning the Arcane Arts. What does it matter when you start to develop your talent?”

      “I didn’t know,” Sam said with a shrug.

      “Most people think that if you don’t show it by the time you are in your teens, it’s not going to appear.” The boy artist finished his roll, and he moved on to another one. He had almost as much food as Sam had stacked on his plate. Maybe he had suffered on the streets as well. Though, from the looks of him, Sam had a hard time thinking that was possible. He was too soft. “Mine appeared. I just didn’t pass.” He flashed briefly, hiding his face but behind the roll. “I wanted to pass. I just couldn’t. I think my father bribed the last instructor that came to the city. I doubt they expected me to pass.”

      “There were people who tried to bribe their way in from my hometown, too.”

      “Oh? Where is that?”

      “Erstan.”

      The boy took another bite of his bread. “Not familiar with that.”

      Sam started to answer when somebody jostled next to him. He looked up to see an older student in a deep blue robe striding past him. He had bumped Sam and didn’t pay any mind to the fact that he had done so.

      He was walking with two others, and a line of others followed behind them, all probably younger students.

      That was his sister’s tower.

      “Don’t mind them,” the boy said. “They like to think they’re superior from the rest of us. At least, that’s what I heard before I came here. I’m still surprised that I was placed into tolath. It’s pretty rare. And, being that as it is, I figured that maybe it would give me an opportunity to learn faster.”

      “I didn’t know anything about the towers before I came,” Sam admitted.

      “How could you not? Everybody knows… Wait. Where did you save you’re from?”

      “Erstan.”

      The boy leaned back, he rested one arm on his belly, and the other squeezed his roll. “I think I have heard about that place, actually. It was in the most recent annexation. You’re from all way out there?” He leaned forward, his eyes slowly widened. “I didn’t think we had anybody who had potential all the way out there.”

      “I don’t think they expected us to.”

      Sam had been trying to think about what he was going to answer somebody asked that and had not really come up with a satisfactory answer. He had to play the part, though. What he didn’t care for was the fact that he was going to have to lie to people that he met. How much magic was he expected to actually use in the time that he was here?

      Havash would have had to consider that, but either he had, and he didn’t care, or he hadn’t, and he was leaving it to Sam.

      If he wanted Sam to succeed, he probably should have spent more time considering the possibility of what Sam is going to have to do and how he was going to have to hide within the Academy.

      “What’s it like out there?”

      “I suppose it’s like anywhere else,” he said carefully.

      “I grew up in Nebel. Not too far from Tavran, but far enough where we don’t have the same influence. But you’re from the Barlands!”

      Sam leaned toward him. “Would you keep that down?” he whispered.

      “I’m sorry,” the boy said, shaking his head. “Now I understand why you’re older, though. Not that your gift appeared late, it’s just that they didn’t come to test you.”

      “That’s right,” Sam said.

      He turned his attention back to eating, chewing quickly. When he had lived on the street, he had learned to eat as quickly as possible, not knowing when his next opportunity would be. And with his food, he wanted to take every advantage he had and fill his belly. The way he was eating, he might feel it bursting.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” the boy said. “Listen. We’re both new. I’m James, by the way.”

      He held his hand out, clutching one of his muffins, before realizing what he did, and jerking it back, and switching hands.

      Sam reached for him, taking his hand and shaking. “Sam.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Sam. We don’t have too many new students in the tolath tower, so between the two of us, and those three,” he said, pointing to three younger girls sitting about the middle of the table, “are it. Now, sure all five of us will become fast friends, and we will study together, and we will master all of the different subjects that they want us to learn in the Academy in no time at all.” He waved his hand around and then paused. “Or not. Tolath has a little bit of a reputation, after all.”

      “What reputation might that be?”

      “You didn’t know?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “Again, Barlands,” Sam said, keeping his voice low.

      James chuckled. “That’s right. Anyway, you probably haven’t heard much about all the towers. I can tell you about them, though, don’t worry. My parents made sure that I knew when I started to develop my abilities. They wanted me to come to the Academy for as long as I did. Maybe longer.” He took another bite and spoke through a bite of his bread. “Tolath has been the least successful in getting new students. Something about the aptitude of the students, or some such nonsense. I can’t really say that I know much about it. The only thing that I do know is that tolath had better success with the Alchemists, but now that they are gone…”

      “What happened with that?”

      James shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t tell whether any of the stories I’ve heard are true or not. As far as I can figure out, something happened in the Academy, and several of the Alchemists were hurt. Or died. Or just left.” He shrugged. “Something went wrong. They’ve sealed off the alchemy section, and no one can go in. Of course, you heard the Grandam. Unless you weren’t there when she gave her talk?”

      “No. I heard it,” Sam said. He looked up, searching the sharan table for his sister, but didn’t see her anywhere. “I was just curious about it.”

      “I’ve been warned not to be too curious when it comes to that,” James said. “If you are, you end up drawing the wrong kind of attention.”

      “What attention is that?”

      “Well, in this case, from the Grandam. She’s not somebody you want to mess with. She’s supposed to have been the youngest to have risen through the Academy in generations. I don’t know that much about her, but she has been in her position for a few years now.”

      Sam’s gaze settled on Mia. He found her sitting with a group of others who looked about her age. She was smiling, waving her hand, and eating, though not with nearly the same speed that Sam had been.

      It was good. Let her fit in. That was the entire reason behind all of this. He wanted her to have a place here. He wanted her to fit into the Academy so that he wouldn’t have to worry about her when he left.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for class to begin,” James was saying, and Sam realized that he had no idea what else he had been talking about, only that James had been going on while Sam was contemplating. “Everything I’ve heard tells me that classes are at a faster pace than what I think I can keep up with. At least, what I thought that I could keep up with.” He shook his head. “I don’t know, though. Maybe I can?”

      “How much experience do you have with the Arcane Arts?” Sam asked, not really paying much attention.

      “Not as much as some. I didn’t have a chance to study some of the basic studies before coming here. I know a little bit about angulation. Some about mathematics, and figured that I am decent with my chemistry.”

      Sam blinked, turning back to him. He had no idea about some of these topics.

      Everything that he had read about the Academy had told him that it was primarily on magic. Angulation? Mathematics?

      “What’s angulation?”

      James started to smile. “Wait. You’re serious?”

      Sam nodded. “I don’t know what it is. I’ve not heard of it before.”

      “Angulation is the study of how you orient the arts.” James shrugged, grabbing more food off his tray and taking another bite. “Or so I’ve been told. Again, I don’t know all that much. I just have the talent.”

      It was more than Sam had known. And that was without any talent.

      “I think I’m going to have to do some reading,” Sam said.

      “If you don’t know even the basics, you’re going to have a hard time sticking.”

      “I’m a quick study,” Sam said.

      He shrugged. “I hope so. Some of the instructors can be pretty harsh. But hey, I hear we at least get to take some courses on the theory of alchemy. That’s new. We haven’t been able to do that for the last year, or so I’ve heard.”

      Alchemy might be useful. Sam had some familiarity with it, and it was a topic that he actually found intriguing. If he could learn more from it, he couldn’t help but think that maybe he might be able to use it and understand even more.

      “I don’t know why anybody would really want to learn about alchemy,” James was going on. “It’s not useful. Not when you have the Arcane Arts. It’s why I intend to focus on angulation and mathematics. Though, in tolath, we all have a little bit of an affinity for angulation.”

      Sam realized that his mind was wandering again, and he tore his attention back to James. “What was that?”

      “Angulation? That’s our aptitude. Didn’t they test you for it?”

      Sam shook his head. “I didn’t pay any attention to it.”

      “Maybe they have another way of testing out in the Barlands?”

      “Maybe,” Sam said.

      “Out in the what?” a voice called out, and Sam sat up. He saw the blue-robed young man who had bumped into him. He had to be about Sam’s age, with deep blue eyes and a strong chin.

      “It’s nothing,” Sam said.

      “Are you from the Barlands?” the man asked, approaching the table and leaning toward Sam.

      Sam swallowed. “So what if I am?”

      The other one shook his head. “I didn’t know that we had anyone from the mines come to the Academy. Did they let you out, or did you have to escape?”

      “Easy, Gresham,” a tall man in a green robe said. He glanced down at Sam, his brow furrowing for a moment, before turning back to Gresham. “Would you leave the tolath table alone and scurry on back to sharan. I’m sure you all have something to be studying. It’s going to be pretty hard for you soon.”

      “I think our numbers speak for themselves, Wallace.”

      Wallace just shrugged. “They might speak for themselves, but you lose the most students each year.”

      “We also start with the most students each year.” He grinned. “But then again, losing even a few matters much more to you here at tolath. I suppose you would take anyone you can get. Even someone from the Barlands.”

      Gresham glowered at Sam for a moment, a hint of a sneer curling his lip, and then he turned away.

      “Thanks—”

      “Don’t,” Wallace said.

      “I didn’t start anything with him,” Sam said.

      Wallace started off and left Sam looking after him.

      Somehow he had offended him?

      It seemed that his position here was going to be even more tenuous than he realized. But it was more than just that. Mia needed to keep the truth of where they had come from quiet.

      He looked over to the sharan table, trying to catch her eye, but she was busy with the other students.

      “Don’t worry about it,” James said. “I’m sure that we can hole up in the library, make sure that you learn everything that you need, and get you up to speed. You said you had a quick mind?”

      Sam nodded.

      “Me too. Maybe we can study together, help each other out.”

      Sam turned his attention back to his tray. Even though his stomach rumbled, he found that he didn’t have nearly as much of an appetite as he had before.
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      Sam crept toward the alchemy section, moving slowly, looking around him. At least now that he had his robe on, he felt as if he had some ability to fit in, such as it was. It wasn’t perfect, though.

      Then again, Sam didn’t know if anything would be perfect for him to blend in.

      He pulled the robe around him, and he glanced over to the doors of what smelled like a kitchen, though he had never been this far down to investigate. This part of the Academy was empty, at least compared to where the students resided, and no one ventured this far, either afraid of doing so or unwilling to.

      The further that he went, the more that Sam began to feel self-conscious about even being here in the first place. What was he thinking? If he was caught, it would put him in trouble with the Academy. The Grandam had made it quite clear how she felt about anyone caught coming to the alchemy section.

      The door to the kitchen came open, and Sam froze.

      A lie quickly sprung to mind, one that he formulated the further that he got. He could claim that he was here simply because he was hungry, though there had been more than enough food in the kitchen at lunch. There were possibilities, though each of them was increasingly far-fetched, making it so that Sam doubted that he could pull that off with any real ease.

      The only other thing that he thought might be effective would be that he was lost.

      The person who came out of the kitchen was dressed in a white shirt and pants of the kitchen help. It was an older woman, with dark hair pulled back into a bun, and she smiled kindly at him.

      “I’m sorry,” he started.

      Her eyes widened as if she hadn’t expected him to say anything to her, and she scurried off.

      So much for niceties.

      Sam lingered in front of the door.

      He had caught a glimpse of the kitchen. Nothing more than that, but it was enormous. He had never seen anything quite that scale before, though he couldn’t imagine feeding as many people as the Academy had to feed, either.

      He moved forward. The door here would lead down to the alchemy section. That much Havash had shared with them, but beyond that, Sam didn’t know what else he might find. Maybe nothing.

      Going through this door was either going to reveal his presence or lead to something else. He suspected that he could pull off ignorance for a day or two, maybe a little bit longer than that, but anything more, and he doubted that it would be very effective.

      He hesitated a moment and then pushed open the door.

      The stairs stunk.

      That was the first thought that came to him. The second one was that the light that glowed along the stairs was unique. It was the pale yellow of the alchemy lanterns, but there was a hint of green to it, nothing more than that, and barely enough that it would have caught his attention were it not for the fact that it was so distinct compared to the other lanterns he had seen around the Academy. It was different than lanterns that he had seen Arne make in his hometown, as well.

      He smiled at it, knowing that he shouldn’t be impressed by the alchemical lanterns, but couldn’t help it. There was something intriguing about them. He suspected that those who made them had to have some tendency toward the Arcane Arts, but there were aspects of alchemy the didn’t require any magic. Aspects of what he had seen Arne doing that hadn’t required any real Arcane Arts, just knowledge. That was its own kind of magic.

      And better yet, it was the kind of magic that Sam thought that he could one day acquire. Knowledge wasn’t beyond him.

      He crept downstairs.

      He didn’t hear anything, though he didn’t really expect to find anything here. The students had been warned way, and if this was toxic to those with magic, then he doubted anybody would be foolish enough to risk it.

      He reached the end of the landing. The stairs continue downward, though it was darker there. On this level, he caught sight of a door, then another, but nothing more.

      He contemplated testing that doorway out, as this was what he was supposed to do and what he was supposed to investigate, but he hesitated.

      He heard something.

      It was a faint sound, but it came from behind a door.

      Had somebody else come down here to investigate?

      He stayed close to the wall and crept closer to the door.

      A humming sound floated through the door.

      Sam leaned close to the door, listening. It was a woman’s voice.

      He lingered near the door for too long. It started to open.

      Sam’s immediately debated his options.

      Wait here, or…

      The only option was to run. If he was caught here, he would be expelled before he had a chance to uncover anything, before he had a chance to help his sister, and before he had a chance to acquire the stipend of silver that would give him an opportunity to thrive once he was sent from the Academy.

      He sprinted toward the stairs.

      When he reached them, he heard, “Hey. You!”

      Sam darted forward.

      He pulled his cloak around him, worried that the color would reveal which tower he belonged in, and from there, it wouldn’t take long for somebody to start to piece together who had come down here.

      He ran faster.

      The lanterns blazed behind him, and he knew that he had only a moment… He had the door, powered through it, and raced forward. Thankfully, the hallway was still empty. There were no other students out. No servants.

      He darted into the kitchen.

      He closed the door behind him and looked around.

      He froze for a moment.

      There were several cooks, somebody scrubbing ditches and a massive metal basin near the back of the kitchen, and the smell of bread rising. It was busy but busy enough that no one bothered to look in his direction.

      Sam hurriedly ducked into a cabinet immediately to his right.

      There were stacks of grain, boxes that had labels on them he couldn’t quite read, and a tower of fruit just out of reach. As the door came close behind him, he managed to poke his head out just enough that he could see, and he caught sight of the person looking into the kitchen. He couldn’t see the color of their robe, but he saw black hair, a sharp nose, and a pair of deep green eyes.

      At least he knew that the alchemy section was guarded now.

      He hadn’t known before but knowing made it so that he knew to be more careful.

      He should’ve asked Havash.

      More than that, Havash should have given him some tips about how to get into the alchemy section. The hall monitor lingered before finally backing out of the kitchen.

      Sam sank back, letting out a heavy sigh. He sat on the stack of grain for a long time, not willing to move. Eventually, he had to believe that the hall monitor would venture off, but he wanted to give her enough time to go. If he came out too soon, it was possible that she would be standing guard by the kitchen, waiting for him.

      The door to the closet came open.

      “What is this?” the massive cook standing before him had up potbelly, balding hair, and an apron stained with some reddish sauce. He glowered at Sam.

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said. “It’s a tough first day.”

      The cook’s eyes softened. “Many of them are. Come on. Out of here.”

      Sam took a deep breath, and he got to his feet, stepping out of the closet. He quickly scanned the kitchen, but he didn’t see the hall monitor or anybody else from Academy.

      “I didn’t eat when I had the chance,” Sam said. “Too nervous.” He was a little surprised at how quickly the lie came to him.

      The cook chuckled. “Grab some fruits. I have some bread. You can bring it back to your room. You aren’t the first one who needed to have a separate mealtime. It’ll get easier.” He arched a brow at Sam. “You’re a little old to be new, aren’t you?”

      “I’m from the Barlands,” he said and immediately wished that he hadn’t. Why had he revealed where he was from?

      “That makes a little sense. Not surprising that you would be nervous here, then. Things probably look and feel a little different than what you’re accustomed to.”

      “They do,” Sam said.

      “Just keep your head down. Keep reading. And don’t hesitate to come in for food now and again.” He gathered a loaf of bread and shoved it into Sam’s hands. “But don’t be sneaking into my kitchen. If you want food, you come and get it. You either come through the front door like anyone else or if you feel like you need to sneak down for a treat, you come through the back stairs,” he said, pointing to another doorway along the hallway.

      Sam looked at the doorway. “There’s a back door?”

      “That’s right. Now get on with you.”

      Sam nodded, and he scurried out.

      As soon as he was back in the hallway, he noticed the door to the alchemy section was cracked slightly. He made a point of ignoring it, and he marched down the hall. When he reached the staircase that would lead up to the dining hall, along with the classrooms, he saw the door to the alchemy section come swinging open. It did so slowly, but Sam didn’t wait. He bounded up the steps, taking them two at a time until he came to the main level. From here, he wondered if maybe he could just explore.

      He didn’t want to explore, though. Not right now.

      What he wanted was to get back to his room, but there was one other place that he wanted to go. Somewhere he was permitted to visit.

      He started down the hall when he saw a student in one of the maroon striped robes, and Sam gathered the courage, and he walked up to them. She was an older student, probably his age or even a year or two older, and had deep golden hair.

      “I’m looking for the library,” he said.

      She looked over, sweeping her gaze up and down him. She seemed to take in his green-colored robe, and her mouth pressed into a frown. One more tower that didn’t care for his. There was something more to it than he knew, which was reason to ask additional questions. Maybe he should have been more careful with which tower he ended up in.

      “I’m a new student,” Sam quickly added. “I know I’m older,” he went on, deciding that there was no point in running from that fact, “but I wasn’t able to pass the test until recently.”

      If she had been in the dining hall, she might know the truth.

      Instead, a look of annoyance flashed in her eyes, and she waved her hand toward the end of the hallway. “Library is down there.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Sam hurried past her.

      As soon as he reached the door, a set of wide oak and double doors that were heavily carved with various symbols, figures, and astrological shapes, he pushed it open. His entire being seemed to smile when he did.

      The library was situated in an enormous chamber. The walls were curved, and shelves were set into them, but rows of them stretched in front of him, as well, blocking his view and keeping him from seeing all the way along the library. It was a place that he could get lost in, but more than that, it was a place that he could find himself in.

      Thousands of books. Hundreds of thousands, more likely.

      And all of this was available to him? He smiled to himself again.

      When he first entered, a young student spoke up in a sharp whisper. “You have to sign in.”

      Sam looked down at him. He had mousy brown hair, a weaselly nose, and a long face. His eyes were a pale blue that reflected the color of his striped robe.

      Sam leaned down, hurriedly scrawling his name. “I was told I could go anywhere?”

      “Anywhere but the master’s section,” the boy said. “If you need help finding anything, there are several master librarians found throughout, or any of us interns can help, but…” He shrugged. “Can’t say that we can find anything all that well. The master librarians have the layout of this place.”

      Sam smiled and nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it. Enjoy.”

      Well, at least that was one from the sharan tower that didn’t have a problem with him. Or if he did, he was better than others at concealing it.

      Sam started down the main section of the shelves. He paused at each shelving unit, trying to take in the impossible enormity of it all. All of this was accessible to him?

      When he had been in Erstan, he had been lucky to come across even a few books. The ones of any value that Arne had, Sam had been forced to read quickly otherwise, he would get caught reading something that he was not meant to have access to. Here…

      He would want to read quickly for a very different reason. Not because he wasn’t going to be given a chance to finish it. Sam suspected that he would have all the time that he wanted. If none of these books were restricted from him, there would be no reason for him to do anything but take his time and work through them at a leisurely pace.

      But there were so many.

      He had trained himself to read quickly out of necessity.

      In a place like this, Sam started to wonder if perhaps he might need to read quickly, if only so that he had a chance to get through as many as possible. He only had a year. He was going to take full advantage of every opportunity that he had.

      He grabbed several books at random off of the shelves, and found a small alcove, where he took a seat, sinking down and dropping open the book. A soft alchemical light glowed in the alcove, providing just enough illumination for him to read easily, and Sam tore into the book.

      He smiled the entire time that he did.
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      Angulation was a difficult class.

      Not that Sam expected anything else. He understood the concept behind angulation, and he had borrowed a few books from the library the evening before, reading as much as he could about the various topics that James had mentioned, but the concept behind angulation was all tied into drawing upon a power that Sam simply didn’t have access to. They spoke of calling upon the Arcane Arts, drawing it from someplace deep within the student, and using specific patterns and angles, bending that power, to create even more complex patterns.

      All of it seemed impossible for Sam to even comprehend. The angles themselves were not overly complex. He could do that, but that would only be with paper and pen, not at all with the Arcane Arts as the books described.

      It surprised him that there was anything here that described using the Arcane Arts in such detail. It was almost as if they didn’t worry about any students having access to this knowledge before they were ready.

      In his case, it made little difference. Sam couldn’t use any of the angulation techniques that he read about, but the idea that he could theoretically learn about them did appeal to him, especially knowing he could help his sister accelerate her studies. She had talent. Sam believed in his heart that Mia had talent and that she deserved to be in the Academy, but simply having talent wasn’t going to be enough. Everybody that he had encountered had made that clear. It was more than just talent. It was knowledge and determination and perhaps even a little bit of stubbornness.

      Sam looked up as more people filed into the class.

      He wasn’t surprised that it was a mixed class. There were students from all different towers, and yet, not all of the students had classes at the same time. A schedule had been left on his bed the very first night, so he knew at which bell he was supposed to have classes, even if he didn’t know exactly where he was supposed to go. Angulation was the first on his schedule.

      Given his own lack of ability in the Arcane Arts, Sam couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Havash had some role in him having this class, to begin with. Maybe he thought it amusing to test Sam by having him sit through it.

      The instructor was an older woman with thinning gray hair, rosy cheeks, and a birthmark that left one cheek completely crimson. She was dressed in a gray robe, like so many of the other master instructors wore, and she kept her hands tucked into her sleeves.

      She surveyed the classroom before speaking. “You have the honor of beginning with angulation. Your studies will be most challenging, but none more so than angulation. For you to master the Arcane Arts, you must become a master of the various types of angular power.”

      She droned on, and Sam only half-heartedly listened. He had his book on angulation open in front of him, and he had been skimming through it, learning some of the basics. It was basic, especially considering what he had read in the library the night before, though that had been almost too advanced for him.

      “Can anyone tell me the first tenets of angulation?”

      Hands went up all over the room, though Sam kept his down. In his reading, he had seen seven tenets of angulation. None of them made that much sense to him, though perhaps they would be easier for him to understand were he to have an ability to use it.

      He found himself looking around the inside of the classroom. He was curious how the rooms were going to be decorated. This one was simple. Stone walls were unadorned. The desks only slightly more colorful, faded gray, and the one Sam sat at had initials engraved on it. There was a chalkboard at the front of the room that rotated on a swivel so that it was tilted, making it unreadable at this point. He suspected that the instructor had some secret message hidden on the board that she was waiting to unveil. Maybe even the tenets of angulation.

      “You. What is your name?”

      Faces turned, and it took Sam a moment to realize that they were all looking at him

      “I’m Sam Bilson, ma’am.”

      “Professor is fine. Well, Mr. Bilson. What can you tell me about the first tenets of angulation?”

      “The first tenet of angulation is that all lines are infinite,” he said.

      She regarded him for a moment, nodding. “Very good. Do you know what that means?”

      Conceptually, Sam understood it. How could he not? But when it came to magic, he wasn’t exactly sure what she was quite getting at.

      “It’s my understanding that the first tenet of angulation implies that once applied, the Arcane Arts will go on indefinitely.” He heard some snickering around him, and Sam immediately wished that he had come up with a different answer.

      Professor Clarice’s nodded, though. “That would be one of the older interpretations, but perhaps not incorrect. It depends upon the application of the Arcane Arts.” She regarded him for a moment as if trying to determine just how much power he had. “Some of the oldest scholars on this topic believe that if you apply the Arcane Arts without any angulation, you will have an indefinite effect. Which is why we choose not to apply it in such a way. One, we want to be able to anticipate and control the way that we apply our Arcane Arts, and two because such a thing might be fatal to the user.”

      She went on, but that part caught Sam off guard.

      Fatal? In his study of angulation, he hadn’t seen anything to suggest that using it like that would be fatal.

      “We will spend considerable time focusing on the first tenet of angulation. Once that is mastered, we will move on to the second tenet, and by the end of the year, you will be given the opportunity to test whether you understand the first three tenets.”

      Sam frowned. That was it? Three tenets in a year?

      He could conceptually learn about the tenets of angulation, but understanding them on a deeper level was a very different matter. He suspected the intention here was to teach each person how to use it, as well. That was something that Sam thought it would take an entire year to learn.

      She continued speaking, but now she was going on about how to apply the Arcane Arts. This wasn’t something that Sam could even consider.

      So he turned his attention to his book, flipping through the pages. He was about halfway through the book when the bell rang, indicating the end of the class.

      He gathered his belongings, looking around to make sure that he wasn’t the only one starting to get up and realize that most had already scurried out.

      Professor Clarice caught him as he reached the door.

      “Who did you study angulation under originally?”

      Sam suspected that he could bluff his way past students, but a master instructor would be a very different thing.

      “I didn’t study angulation,” he said. “I didn’t have an opportunity. I did some reading and…”

      “You gathered the theoretical implications of the first tenets by reading?” She frowned at him. “Most master instructors struggle with that aspect of it.”

      “I didn’t realize that it would be something to struggle with. You said that if the Arcane Arts were applied indefinitely, there be an unintended consequence.”

      She frowned, and she nodded as she did. “Unintended consequence would be one way to phrase it, but perhaps more delicate than it deserves.”

      “How would you phrase it?” he asked, truly curious.

      “No differently than I did. Where did you say you came from, Mr. Bilson?”

      He was prepared for this question. He would receive it from all of his instructors, he suspected, and he wanted to be ready for whatever answer he needed. If it involved sharing his ignorance, he figured that might provide him with some opportunity to bluff it even further.

      “I’m from Erstan, Professor Clarice.”

      She clasped her hands together. “I’ve heard we had a pair of students from the Barlands. Related?”

      Sam nodded. “It’s my sister. She’s younger than me. More talented, too.”

      “Interesting. If she’s more talented than you, I would be quite interested to learn what she might be capable of doing.”

      “Hers is more of a natural ability,” Sam offered, not wanting to set his sister up for failure, “and mine is more of an academic type of thing.”

      She smiled. “And you want to protect her. Very good.”

      “She is my sister,” Sam said.

      “You will find the Academy can be difficult, harsh at times, and often unforgiving, but for those who wish to learn, we are welcoming,” she said.

      Sam nodded. “Thank you.”

      “I expect to see your assignment with as much detail as you demonstrated today.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      He hurried out of the classroom then, wondering if he could catch up to one of the other students, and was relieved when he saw James waiting for him.

      “I thought you didn’t know anything about angulation,” he said, crossing his arms with a smirk.

      Sam was thankful that there was a familiar face in the classroom with him, but not just for that reason. “I don’t. I spent some time in the library last night, hoping to try to catch up.”

      “You learned all of that in one night?”

      Sam shrugged. “I read half the book during class, so…”

      “You read half of the first-year textbook in class?”

      “It’s all theoretical,” he said. “I don’t know that I can say I understand it, but I read it.” Sam flashed a smile. “I was hoping maybe you could tell me what assignment I overlooked?”

      “We were supposed to prepare an essay on the first tenet and what it means to us.”

      “Oh.”

      “Seeing as how you already demonstrated some understanding of the first tenet, I thought that maybe you would want to help me?”

      “I’d be happy to,” Sam said, pleased he wasn’t proving to be totally useless. “It isn’t conceptually that difficult. It’s the application, I think, that she wants us to be more conscious about.”

      “Well, the application is what the essay is about.”

      Homework. Sam hadn’t attended much school growing up, and he had never really had any assignments. Then again, he had never really had time for any assignments.

      “What do you have next?” James asked.

      “Mathematics,” Sam said.

      James nodded. “I have chemistry. A different class, then. I hear that mathematics is straightforward, chemistry can be a little bit of a bear, and alchemy…” He shrugged. “Well, I don’t know how anybody can know what to expect with alchemy now, especially as it has changed from what we knew before.”

      “What do you think they will be teaching there?”

      “Who knows,” James said with a shrug.

      The next bell rang, and Sam looked down at his page. “I have to get to the fourth-floor mathematics tower,” he said.

      “Just up the stairs,” James said, pointing in the right direction. “And I need to go down.”

      Sam hurried to his next classroom.

      Mathematics and chemistry were fairly straightforward. The concepts were not magical at all, and he didn’t really expect anything complicated with them. And as he sat through the classes, he found himself skimming the books, working through them as quickly as he had with the others.

      But it wasn’t just mathematics, though. It was an application of mathematics to the Arcane Arts. Much like before, he didn’t have any ability to use those. So he focused on the conceptual aspect. He could use the year, the time in mathematics, and he could try to learn as much as possible.

      He finished with those two classes and found that alchemy was on the second floor, the same level as the library and the dining hall, but it was in a small room, with stone walls, and the seating was tiered so that he had to climb a steep set of stairs in order to claim a seat. Given that his last classroom had been several floors away, he arrived a little bit later than he had hoped, so there were no seats any closer to the front. He was scrambling toward the back when the door opened. Sam cast a glance back and wasn’t terribly surprised to see Havash stride in wearing the dark gray robes.

      He waited until everyone settled, and then he sent his gaze skimming across the room, starting with the lowest level, way up to Sam, holding his gaze for longer than necessary.

      “We will begin today with a discussion about the theoretical application of alchemy.”

      Sam had a slender book on alchemy, unlike his other classes where there was a large tome that he was expected to read through. With alchemy, it was more cursory.

      Of all of the topics that he could study, alchemy was the only one that he thought had any real application for him. It was the only one that he thought he might be able to actually use at some point in the future.

      “Can we talk about the accident?”

      This came from a student near the front of the classroom, a muscular-looking young man with dark hair, but that was all Sam could make out. Well, that and the fact that he wore a blue striped rope.

      “You can talk about the accident all you want,” Havash said. “So long as you remember that it was an accident and that those who were involved are no longer here.”

      “My brother was here when it happened,” the student continued. “He graduated, but he still doesn’t know, and he thought that if we started having alchemy classes again, I could ask and—”

      Havash raised one hand, and the young man cut off.

      “As I said,” he said. “It was an accident. I believe you all would have heard the Grandam during her initial speech to the students. The alchemy section is off-limits. It is dangerous. The power that is within it is caustic to those with any attachment to the Arcane Arts. We do not know what happened, only that the application of alchemy is unlike anything we have detected before.”

      “Will the section open up again?” somebody else asked.

      Havash turned to them, and Sam sensed his annoyance.

      “Eventually, we will find a way to clear the toxicity, and we will reopen the alchemy tower when it is safe to do so. Until that time, it is off-limits.”

      “I heard all of the other instructors were killed in the accident,” somebody said from directly in front of Sam.

      Havash looked up, and his gaze leveled on one of the students, a chestnut-haired girl.

      “People died. Which is why we take it seriously. As must you. You must recognize that the accident is not to be treated lightly. It was dangerous. Those involved have suffered.” He searched his gaze around the room again. “If that is all the questions on the accident, we will be done talking about it for the year. We will begin discussing the theoretical applications of alchemy and how they can be applied without using the Arcane Arts.”

      “Then why are we learning that?”

      Havash looked up, but he didn’t seem to know who had spoken.

      “We’re learning so that you understand the concepts involved in alchemy, even if you aren’t applying it yourself. Alchemy, for someone who is a master of the Arcane Arts, is incredibly powerful. For those who are not a master of the Arcane Arts, there are still benefits. They are not nearly as significant, as we refer to them as minor alchemists, and nothing more, but there are still benefits.” He nodded to everyone as he looked around the classroom. “Now. Each page in your book discusses one concept that I will ask you to master. We will discuss each topic a day. By the time that we finish, and by the time you begin your testing, you will have an opportunity to prove yourself with each of them. There is no need for you to try to apply any of your Arcane Arts to this. It will not help you in this class. For those of you who have gotten by with your natural talent, you will find that it will be more challenging for you in this class. For those of you who are less talented,” he said, and Sam could practically feel his gaze on him, “you will find that you have an opportunity to rival your peers. Now, open your books, and we will begin.”

      Sam had already read the first twenty pages of the book. He understood the concepts. It was a mixture of metals and how alloys could be utilized in all chemical reactions, which he understood quite easily. He sat there with the book closed and watched Havash.

      As he went through the lecture, Sam realized that he learned nothing that he didn’t already know. It was theoretical but was also basic.

      All of this because of a fear of an accident? How bad had that accident been? Havash wanted him to get into the alchemy section, but Sam had a growing desire to see for himself.

      He might be the only one in the Academy other than the servants who could.
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      The next week passed by fairly uneventful. Sam devoted himself to his studies, applying himself to the books in a way that would hopefully keep him from having questions asked. He spent most of his time in his room studying, and when he wasn’t there, he found his way to the library and quickly began to discover a routine.

      The library itself was open for students from one hour before the first bell until ten bells. In that time, students had as much time as they wanted to spend in the library and were only restricted based on what level of study they had reached.

      The first few days, he wanted to try to gain an understanding of the various topics that he might have to learn about in his classes, James’s warning enough that he felt as if he needed to stay on top of that. There came the point when Sam started to question whether his studies into angulation would even make any difference. At a certain point, he might have the conceptual understanding of what was involved, but without having an opportunity to apply it, there was no point in pursuing studies any further. He had worked through the seven tenets of angulation, and though he didn’t think that he had a full grasp of all of them, he had at least memorized the books that spoke of them.

      Where he truly found himself drawn, though, was to alchemy.

      He knew it was a mistake, especially if anyone were to recognize what he was studying, especially if they started to question his motives, but he gathered books and tore through them with ferocity while trying to understand all of the concepts of alchemy that he could. When he left the Academy, he wanted to have the knowledge needed to be able to take care of himself until Mia was finished.

      He had even carved out his spot within the library. It was tucked in one of the alcoves near the far back of the library, close to a darkened section called the annex so that anybody who was coming there would have to have gone all of the way through the library and would be compelled to look through stacks that were of questionable value. Most of these were related to more traditional studies. Not only mathematics, which Sam quickly realized was not purely mathematics, but a mathematical application of how the Arcane Arts could be applied, but also to things such as chemistry, animal husbandry, geography, and even more mundane topics like beekeeping and one in particular that had caught his attention the very first day on the pollination of a specific flour.

      He was standing at one of the stacks when voices a few aisles over caught his attention. As he often did, Sam gathered a few books, and then he made his way back to his alcove, setting the books on the desk and taking a seat. He tried to ignore the voices, but they were proving to be quite the distraction. Their voices were muffled, so Sam couldn’t make out everything that they said, but he caught a few names.

      When he heard the name Miana, he perked up.

      Sam had struggled with getting to his sister. As she had not sought him out, he suspected that she must have realized that there was some danger in them, revealing they were from the Barlands. Sam had already revealed his truth, and he would much rather Mia not have the same troubles that he had developed. People at the tables tended to avoid him, and other than James, most of the people within his own tower didn’t pay him much mind either. He had noticed this in other towers, too, where some were more isolated than others.

      When he had asked James about it on the morning of their third day, he had leaned forward, lowering his voice to a harsh whisper. “The towers sort of figure out who has potential pretty quickly,” he said. “And if you don’t have potential, they try to help you as much as they can, but…”

      “Wait,” Sam said, frowning as he looked over to one of the nearest tables. The girl was probably a year or two older than Mia, with dark brown hair, but she tucked it inside of her maroon striped robe. “They decide who is going to succeed and who isn’t?”

      James shook his head. “It’s not quite like that. It’s more that only so much effort can be spent on others. At least, that’s what my parents told me.” He shrugged. “It was a warning. If I started to feel isolated, I needed to either work harder or prepare for the possibility that I wasn’t going to make it past the first year. Most of the upper-level students have an intuitive understanding of what it takes to progress, having seen it with other students, and they know if you aren’t going to have the necessary potential.”

      That seemed unnecessarily cruel.

      When he said as much, James just shrugged. “Most are trying to make sure they stay with the Academy. The options for those who are full graduates are endless. Quite a few end up working for the government, and even a few of the councilors were once students here. It’s why so many people want to do as well as they can here. It’s the connections that are made.”

      “What about those who aren’t able to stick around?”

      “A lot of it depends upon when they wash out. If you make it through your first year, you have some opportunities available to you. I mean, it’s kind of hard not to come out of at least a year in the Academy without some useful skills. The further that you progress, the easier it is for you to find good work.” He rubbed the tips of his fingers together. “You know. The kind that makes money.”

      Sam nodded, but there was a different thought that came to him. “You said that if you make it through the first year? I thought everybody stayed during the first year and then was tested.”

      “That’s true. For the most part. There are some who simply just don’t have the talent the tester thought that they did, and they fail.”

      He leaned back. Here he had thought that he was going to be a simple matter of just staying here, receiving his stipend, and then finding a place for himself after that year was up, but what if he didn’t even make it a full year? Havash might not let Mia stay any longer if Sam failed.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. You don’t even have to show that much talent in your first year. It’s more about what kind of knowledge you have.” He grinned. “And you have demonstrated more than most.”

      Sam smiled and leaned back, chewing his food absently.

      That thought had stayed with him.

      It was part of the reason that he’d been driven to head to the library as often as he did, mostly so that he could study, maximize his time here, and perhaps even use the knowledge that he gained in the various books in order for him to do so. If he were to be kicked out of the Academy early, Sam wanted to take every advantage he had. Whatever knowledge that he took with him could be useful later.

      The voices grew nearer, and Sam perked up. He wanted to see who was talking, mostly because they’d mentioned his sister’s name. It was a group of boys, from what he could tell, and the names that were mentioned were all girl's names.

      Sam could easily imagine the type of conversation they were having.

      He poked his head around the corner of the alcove, trying to stay concealed within the confines of the barricade, looking out and searching for anything out there that might reveal who was speaking.

      He caught a glimpse of a blue stripe.

      Somebody from Mia’s tower, then.

      He shouldn’t be terribly surprised by that.

      “I told her that I was going to show her something later.” The voice was deep, confident. Arrogant. Sam immediately disliked it.

      “You don’t know anything about her yet.”

      “No, that’s part of the challenge. She doesn’t talk much. But you take one look in her eyes and…”

      He had trailed off, and Sam realized that he had gotten to his feet without meaning to.

      He instinctively reacted, thinking that he needed to protect his sister, but he wasn’t even sure that they were talking about his sister.

      He recognized the boy. And he was a boy. He was probably the same age as Sam. Definitely not a first-year student. He was the same one who had bumped into Sam on his very first day in the cafeteria.

      “The Barlands boy,” he sneered.

      Sam glanced at the others with him.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Sam said. The other behind the tall blue striped boy snickered. “I don’t see why that’s funny,” Sam said. “I’m Sam. I’m in the—”

      “We know who you are,” the man said. “Barlands boy.”

      Sam frowned. He kept saying it as if he were incredibly offended by Sam’s mere presence.

      “I was just going to get a few books.”

      The tall boy leaned around him, and he glanced toward his alcove.

      “What do you have in there?”

      Sam knew the kind of books that he had stacked in his alcove. They were on various topics, but given that he had taken a predilection toward reading about alchemy since he thought that it would be the most useful to him in the long run, there were several volumes there that were on alchemy. He didn’t know how long this man had been in the Academy and if he had been here during the accident, but he would know that alchemy was not permitted. And for Sam to be studying it as a first-year student, especially after the warning they had been given, he would raise the wrong kind of questions.

      “The books were there when I arrived,” Sam said. “Nothing of use to me. I’m just a first-year student.” He figured the best way to handle someone like this who was both younger than him but more experienced in the Academy was to offer a bit of humility. Maybe that would appease him.

      But the sneer on the boy’s face seemed to deepen. It did not appease him.

      “I’m sure. You’d better be careful with the kind of things that you’re reading. Accidents happen around here.” He chuckled. Then he shoved Sam in the chest, forcing him to take a staggering step back.

      His mind immediately reacted, and he lunged forward before realizing what he was doing, pushing him back.

      Then Sam gathered himself. What was he thinking?

      He was here to help his sister. He was here to find information for Havash. He was not here to fight.

      “You don’t need to push me,” Sam said, dropping his voice to a whisper.

      The man glowered at Sam, standing motionless for a moment, but a pale glowing began to build from him.

      “You don’t need to use Arcane Arts against me, either.”

      He blinked, and before Sam had a chance to react, a crisscrossing line appeared in front of him, flowing from the man. It slammed into either shoulder, and Sam was thrown back into one of the shelving stacks, where he got to his feet. He started toward the boy when a tall, slender figure appeared between the stacks.

      “What is this?” The voice was hard and angry.

      Sam had seen the librarians around, but never this man. He had on the gray robe of the masters, and he started to suspect that this was one of the master librarians.

      “I’m sorry, Professor, this first-year student pushed me. When I tried to step away, he tripped over his feet and stumbled backward.”

      The baldheaded master frowned. He swung his gaze over to Sam, leveling it on him for a long moment. “Is that correct?”

      Sam managed to finally get to his feet, and he shot a look at the other boy. His mind raced to decide which way to play this. He could reveal that this boy had used his Arcane Arts on him, and that might be punishment enough, or he could let it drop for now, and hopefully, any issues that might have arisen between the two of them would drop as well.

      His need to remain in the Academy drove him. As did his need to stay here not only to help Havash find what he was looking for but so that he could help Mia.

      “I tripped,” Sam said, getting to his feet. “I’m sorry about the shelves. I can help sort the books—”

      “There is no need.” He turned back to the other boy. “There is no fighting in the library. You are well aware of that, Gresham.” He turned down to look at Sam. “And you are new here. This will be your only warning.”

      With that, he disappeared back between the stacks.

      Gresham glared at Sam, and he looked as if you wanted to say something more, at the same time as he started to glow with the same pale white light that Sam had seen when someone was drawing upon the Arcane Arts. Did he want to attack Sam again?

      One of the others with Gresham tapped him on the shoulder and nodded. “We should go. Didn’t you have someone you were supposed to be meeting?”

      The sneer on Gresham’s face faded just a little bit. “That’s right. I don’t want to keep her waiting for too long.” He looked over to Sam. “I’ll be seeing you later, Barlands boy.”

      They disappeared into the stacks.

      Sam sat there for a few moments. Now he had an older student who didn’t like him. And he had even more reason to be careful about revealing himself to his sister. If Gresham learned that they were together, Sam had little doubt that he would take it out on Mia.

      He took a seat in his alcove and found the librarian glancing in his direction every so often. Sam definitely didn’t want to anger him. He needed access to the library more than anything.

      So he grabbed the books that he already had, opened them up, and began to read as quickly as he could. He had a hard time focusing, though. That was unusual for him. Still, he crammed the knowledge down into his mind, determined to hold it there and be prepared for when he left the Academy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      When thunder rumbled, Sam sat upright from where he had been studying in the library.

      It was late, and he knew that he didn’t have much time before closing time. They didn’t let books out of the library with first-year students. Besides, he was more than content to sit in the library and read, tearing through book after book, especially after another strange day with Professor Clarice talking about the first tenet. This one happened to be on angulation. There seem to be something to what she was going on about that stuck with him. It was the way that she described the drawing of Arcane Arts, how it would stretch infinitely outward unless acted upon by a necessary angulation or influenced by something else.

      The book that he had discovered focused primarily on the first tenet, though it wasn’t called that. It was titled The Arcane Arts: A Primer in Angulation. He had figured that a Primer would be a nice basic volume to help him grasp some of the earlier concepts in a way that he might be able to deflect some of his own ignorance, but he found that it was far more complex and theoretical than anything else he had ever read on the subject. It was older, too. It referenced books that Sam had not even seen, but as he read through it, he realized that some of the concepts, and some of the comments, were referenced in some of the other books that he had found.

      The thunder came again.

      Sam looked up.

      There had been storms during his time at the Academy. Not nearly as heavy or as frequent as he was accustomed to in the Barlands, but storms, nonetheless.

      When it came again, it was quiet, but it seemed to tremble through him.

      Not thunder. That had to be an explosion of some sort.

      Sam gathered himself, looking around alcoves nearest him. There were two that were occupied, both with older level students and neither from his tower. In the library, no tower was superior to another, and the students didn’t segregate quite as much, but mostly because the alcoves segregated them. He didn’t see anybody else reacting the way that he did read. Maybe there was nothing here. Still, Sam couldn’t shake the feeling that something had exploded.

      He glanced over to the books. He still had time before the library closed, and it pained him to leave any earlier than necessary, but curiosity won out. He gathered his books and made his way from the library, passing by one of the younger librarians, a dark-haired woman by the name of Muriel who smiled tightly at him as he left.

      “You’re leaving early today, Sam.”

      “I’m tired,” he said, glancing around. There hadn’t been another of the rumble of thunder, but he still couldn’t shake the strangeness he felt from the last.

      “It’s good to take a break from time to time. The library will always be here. Your mind may not be if you push it too hard.”

      He smiled. Muriel had been decent to him. All of the librarians had been, honestly. They were not kind, though Sam didn’t know that he would call anybody that he had met in the Academy kind. But they were pleasant enough.

      Another trembling rolled through him. This time, he watched Muriel as it did. She gave no sign that she was even aware of it. That was strange.

      He nodded to her again and hurried out of the library, into the main hall, where he paused. When he thought about what he had felt, it had been down.

      Sam hurried down the stairs and saw a few students in the hall, some coming in from outside, and he glanced in their direction. One of them was Gresham, and he was walking with a blonde-haired girl, his arm possessively around her shoulder, as he guided her through the door and toward their tower.

      Gresham either didn’t see him or didn’t pay him any notice. Either way, Sam was thankful for it. But his robes were dry. Not thunder and not a storm.

      What was it, then?

      He was drawn along the hallway.

      Down.

      When another trembling came, he was certain that he felt it. He froze. Not only did he feel it, but there came a flash of greenish light from the door at the end of the hall. Greenish light was different.

      Sam had always seen a glowing around Mia when she used her Arcane Arts, but it had always been a bluish-white kind of light. She had been uncontrolled in her use of power, so it typically was a blur. It was only when he came here that he started to see more discrete images when someone used the Arcane Arts around him. When Gresham had attacked, the lines that he had drawn upon were distinct and easy for him to make out. Those lines of power had struck Sam in the shoulder, and he still remembered the sharp pain as they slammed into him.

      But he’d never seen greenish light before.

      Something was happening in the alchemy section. Was this why Havash wanted him to investigate? He started down the hallway when footsteps caught his attention.

      He stepped off to the side, getting closer to the kitchen, where he hurriedly stepped inside. He had visited the kitchen a few times since the very first day that he’d been here, and so it wasn’t completely surprising for him to enter the kitchen. A few familiar faces looked in his direction, before resuming their work.

      “Still hungry?”

      Sam looked over to see Okun, the large cook who had welcomed him the very first day that he had been in the Academy, standing and rolling out dough on one counter.

      “I thought I heard something, and then…” He wasn’t quite sure what to say. What could he tell Okun without revealing that he had thought that he heard something in the alchemy section but wasn’t entirely sure? More than that, what could he tell Okun about the reason that he had ducked into the kitchen. He had the door opened just a crack and looked out to see a pair of deep gray robes flowing past. Professors.

      They reached the door to the alchemy section and then paused.

      “Care to tell me what’s going on today?” Okun hadn’t turned away from where he was rolling out the dough, and he had a bored tone to his voice.

      “There’s another student who doesn’t care much for me,” Sam replied.

      Okun snorted. “Making enemies already? Can’t say that I’m surprised. You are older than them.”

      “That’s not the reason,” Sam said.

      “No?”

      “Because I’m from the Barlands,” he said. He felt comfortable talking to Okun, and he wasn’t sure why, only that he felt like he could share with him.

      “Who is it?” Okun said, finally pausing.

      “An older student named Gresham. Well, he’s a more experienced student, but I don’t think he’s older than me.”

      Okun snorted and began to work at the bread again. “You sure can pick them.”

      Sam poked his head back out through the door, watching. He couldn’t tell what was going on, only that he saw a few flashes of light. Bluish white light. Arcane arts. Were they using it against whatever was down in the alchemy section?

      “How did I pick anything?”

      “That one. His father sits on the council. Gives him a little bit of cockiness, if you ask me.” He shook his head. “Though rumors around the Academy are that he is one of the brightest of his age, so maybe it’s well-deserved.” Okun shrugged. “The difference between confidence and cockiness is not much, however. Most of the time, it’s just a matter of perspective.”

      “I didn’t mean to upset him,” Sam said. “I don’t really even know what I did, other than tell him where I was from.”

      “Someone like that would be enough,” Okun said. “His father don’t care much for the Barlands. He didn’t want Olwsy involved. Been railing on the council to just claim the mines and leave the people to the Barlands.”

      “That’s pretty much what they did,” Sam muttered.

      Okun shrugged. “You would probably know better than me. I can’t really say much about it, seeing as how I don’t get caught up in the politics. I’m just a simple cook.”

      Sam stared. He hadn’t heard any further rumbling, which he figured was for the best. There were no further flashes of that greenish light, though he had seen it. He was sure of it. And as the pale blue-white light began to fade, there was movement toward the kitchen. Sam ducked back, but not before hearing voices.

      “Still something active down there,” one of them said. Sam couldn’t quite make it out, but it sounded something like Clarice.

      “We have it sealed off,” another voice said. This was calm and soothing. Ben. It had to be. He had struck Sam as one of the more decent instructors, even though he wasn’t actually an instructor.

      “You relied upon an outsider.”

      “I didn’t rely upon him,” Ben snapped. “That would be the Grandam.”

      “I will have to ensure that my protections are in place…”

      The voices trailed off as they moved past the doorway, and though Sam was tempted to poke his head out to try to see what else they might have to say, he knew better than to follow a pair of professors, especially in light of whatever they were trying to seal off from the rest of the Academy.

      When he turned back, he found Okun watching him.

      “What happened down there?” Sam asked.

      “Not many can say,” Okun said after a few moments. “And those that know don’t talk to the likes of me.” He started rolling the dough again, and Sam stepped fully into the kitchen and took up a place along the counter, watching Okun. There was something quite soothing about how he rolled the massive wooden rolling pin and then flicked it again.

      “You have to know something. Even cooks hear rumors.”

      “That’s all we hear,” he said. He looked up at Sam. “Why do you care, anyway? First-year students need to be focused on their studies, learning about things like math and chemistry and angulation…”

      Sam started to smile. “Sounds like you know more than you’re letting on.”

      “As I said, I hear rumors.”

      “I’m just curious. They made such a big deal of telling us how that area is closed off.”

      Okun started to laugh. “Not only can you pick them, but you got a dangerous curiosity to you, as well.” He snorted. “The kind of curiosity that can either help you thrive or…” He pounded his fist into the dough.

      “Or what?”

      Okun arched a brow at him, and another smile split his face. “Figured you gathered what I meant when I did that,” he said, smacking at the dough again. “Hurt.”

      “What can hurt me there?”

      He’d heard the rumors that there was an accident that left several people killed, but Sam didn’t know enough about it to know whether it was anything to be worried about or whether it was more of a scare tactic to keep curious students from venturing down.

      “Can’t say that I know what might hurt you there. I haven’t tried.”

      “Even though it shouldn’t do anything to you?”

      Okun crossed his arms over his chest as he regarded Sam. “What makes you say that?”

      “I don’t know. They just said that it wasn’t supposed to be dangerous to those without magic.”

      “It was alchemy,” Okun said as if he were resigned to having to admit that much. “Can’t say that I understand it. Can’t say that I understand what happened. But what happened in there was awful. As far as we know, at least half a dozen alchemists lost their lives. That’s not even including the students that were injured.” He paused for effect. “Most of those students haven’t come back. They went off to see if they could be healed, and…” Okun shrugged. “Not a single one has returned.”

      “So you know more than just rumors,” Sam said, watching him carefully.

      “I told you I hear things,” Okun said.

      “What kind of alchemy could kill a half a dozen alchemists and injure students?”

      Okun snorted. He turned back to the dough, and he was shaking his head. “You’re asking the wrong person. You might even be asking the wrong questions. Alchemy is different than the Arcane Arts. But mixed with the Arcane Arts…” He shook his head again. “That’s where you start getting into danger. You had best just focus on your studies. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you before Gresham gets a chance to get to you.”

      Okun started to grin, but Sam found his attention turned back toward the door, starting to work through what might’ve happened and how he was going to find some way to uncover it.

      More than that, he had to wonder if whatever was down there was still active. If so, maybe it would be dangerous to him regardless of what Havash claimed.

      “Go on and grab something to eat, and then scurry off. I need to get preparations for the morning finished. Unless you want to lend me a hand, of course?”

      The way that he said it suggested he didn’t expect Sam to actually agree, but why wouldn’t he? There wasn’t anything he would gain by returning to his room. He’d already read all of his textbooks, and he didn’t have anything else to do.

      Besides, he liked Okun, and he figured having a chance to learn about baking might give him one more way he could find his place after leaving the Academy.

      “I can help.”

      Okun frowned at him. “Don’t tell anybody, then.”

      Sam frowned. “Why?”

      “I don’t need anybody thinking I coerced students into helping me in the kitchen. Still, I could use a hand. I’m working a man short tonight. Get over here. I can show you the basics. I’m going to work you, though. If you’re here, I’m going to use you.”

      Sam nodded. “I’m not afraid of a little work.”

      Okun regarded him for a moment. “Seeing as how you are from the Barlands, I imagine you aren’t.”
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      Sam was distracted in his studies over the next few days.

      He went through the motions, trying to keep up with his class assignments. So far, everything had been theoretical for the most part. Eventually, they would become a practical application of what was learned, and that was what worried him most. If he were to prove that he belonged, it was going to take something more than just him reciting what he had learned in some old textbook. He knew that.

      Every so often, he caught Havash watching him in the alchemy class. The topic had remained incredibly superficial, merely skimming across alchemy, though Sam had to consistently remind himself that it was meant to be a theoretical application and not anything deeper.

      It was at the end of the third day of helping Okun in the kitchen that Havash approached him after class.

      The lesson on alchemy had been completed, and students were starting to file out. Sam had been in his usual seat atop the highest tier in the classroom, forcing him to lean forward so that he could see Havash as he was giving his lecture.

      As he climbed down the stairs, keeping one hand on the wall, so they didn’t slip and tumble down the steep incline, Havash spoke up. “I would have a word with you, Mr. Bilson.”

      The few students who had remained in the classroom glanced toward him before heading back out.

      Sam froze.

      Havash generally ignored him, or when he did pay any attention to him, it was more of an irritated type of approach. Sam had been careful not to draw any attention to himself, trying not to make it seem as if he had any relationship with Havash.

      When the other students had cleared, Havash waited for Sam to descent.

      A pale bluish-white light began to streak out from him, a series of interlocking lines that crisscrossed over the door. He used that to block them in, Sam suspected. Sam had seen some theory on that style of angulation in his studies, though he had no idea what it was intended to do.

      Perhaps that would be the next thing he could look into. If he were to research how various types of angulation could intersect, maybe he could anticipate when somebody might do the Arcane Arts around him.

      “I have been waiting for you to share with me your findings, but you have not. Have you decided that you and your sister would rather return to the Barlands?”

      “I’ve been trying,” Sam protested. “You didn’t exactly give me a timeline.”

      “I gave you an assignment,” he said.

      Sam nodded hurriedly. “You did. And I’ve looked into it, but…” He knew that Havash wasn’t going to be assuaged by him telling him that there had been a hall monitor that made Sam getting to investigate a challenge. And he doubted that Havash would care. “There was something there a few nights ago,” Sam said.

      At the least, he could offer that much. Maybe Havash didn’t know about the thundering or about Ben and Clarice going to place whatever strange arcane power over that door. That was what he had seen, though he had also seen hall monitors continuing to go down into the alchemy section to patrol.

      “And what do you think happened, Sam?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said quickly. “There was a thundering, and I saw greenish light, and then Professor Clarice and the Secundum went to the door to—”

      “What do you mean there was a greenish light?”

      Havash’s voice had dropped to barely more than a whisper.

      “I’m not exactly sure what it was,” Sam stammered. “And though I saw it, I… Well, I don’t exactly know what it was. I didn’t get close enough to it.”

      He had to admit that much to Havash.

      “And what do you know, Sam?”

      His voice remained tight and a whisper.

      “I told you. I don’t know much.”

      Havash regarded him for a long moment. “Do you recall the agreements that we had when you first came to the Academy?”

      Sam resisted the urge to glance at the doorway. There would have to be another class coming soon. He had to get on to his next class, in fact.

      “I remember,” he said.

      “And you remember what I asked of you?”

      Sam nodded. “I’m trying to do what I can.”

      “And how are you looking into what I asked of you?”

      “I’ve been watching and listening, trying to see what’s down there, and—”

      “I don’t need you to only watch and listen,” Havash said. “What I also need from you is to do the one thing that I cannot.”

      “You want me to go down there.”

      “Yes.”

      “What if it’s dangerous to me?”

      “You do not have any talent in the Arcane Arts, do you?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Havash snorted. “You don’t think? Haven’t we already established that you are here for a very different reason?”

      Sam’s palms were growing sweaty, and even his back started to sweat under Havash’s harsh gaze. “We have,” he said.

      “And I believe you were present when the Grandam mentioned what we know of that space.”

      “I was.”

      “Others have gone down to remove the bodies. What I’m asking is for you to spend more than just time removing bodies,” he said. “I need you to go and see what is there. If you cannot…”

      He trailed off, but the threat was no less evident. If he could not, Sam would lose his place. If he could not, his sister might lose her place. Sam didn’t care so much about himself. The longer that he stayed, the more options he could gain for himself, but Mia deserved more. It was why he was so willing to keep pushing.

      “I’m doing what I can,” Sam said.

      “I find that difficult to believe,” Havash said. “But I expect to have some progress made within a week.”

      Sam licked his lips.

      Havash used his power again, a pale bluish-white light glowing from him, and when it touched the doorway, he noticed the crisscrossing lines flash again before fading. Was he replacing some protection, or was he removing it?

      Sam had to ignore those questions.

      Havash made a shooing motion with his hand, and Sam hurried off.

      He found James waiting for him in the hallway.

      “What was that about? When he called you out, I thought that maybe I should wait. He can be hard, can’t he? I heard that the last time he was in the Academy, he was brutal.”

      “He just wanted me to do an extra assignment, that’s all.”

      “An extra one?”

      Sam nodded numbly. “I think he’s disappointed in my performance so far.”

      James wrinkled his brow as he frowned. “We haven’t done anything for him to be disappointed in. Other than the essay, but I saw yours. It was better than mine.”

      Sam shrugged. “What can I say? I don’t think he cares very much for me.”

      “Well, I’m sorry about that.” He glanced over to the door. “He obviously wanted privacy. I couldn’t hear anything.”

      That was good, though Sam didn’t say it.

      James was saying something else, though Sam ignored him for a moment before turning back to him.

      “I’m sorry. I was thinking about what Havash told me. What were you saying?”

      “Oh. Just that we have our first exams coming soon. I wondered if you would want to study a bit.”

      “Have I missed something?” He hadn’t heard anything about first exams.

      “We have a few weeks, but it does serve as a marker for performance for the rest of the year, and I want to make sure I do well.”

      “What are the exams like?”

      “It’s to establish that we have the necessary aptitude to continue our studies. They like to call them the quarterly check-in, but I don’t think it’s so much of a check-in as it is a way of determining whether the instructors who tested us in the first place knew what they were doing.”

      Sam couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to go back to talk to Havash. If he had an opportunity to visit with him, then he might be able to convince him that he needed a little more time. That was all he needed. Time. How was Sam supposed to get into the alchemy section with it closed off?

      Especially not with other instructors like Clarice and Ben there.

      “Sam?” James asked.

      Sam shook his head. He looked over at him. James was frowning at him.

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said. “I was just thinking of something that Havash said to me.”

      “You don’t have to worry about him. They don’t test in alchemy, so you won’t have to know anything for the exam, anyway.”

      Sam didn’t know how true that was or not. Havash was teaching about the theoretical uses of alchemy, and while Sam hadn’t shied away from trying to understand all of the possibilities, he doubted that the Academy would teach some subject that they wouldn’t expect the students to need to know about.

      He had more to worry about than just Havash, though. In order for him to make sure that Havash didn’t exert any undue influence in kicking them out of the Academy, he was going to need to uncover something of use.

      They reached the main part of the hallway, and he clapped James on the shoulder. “I need to look something up. Why don’t I connect with you at dinner?”

      “You’re not going to the library?”

      It was unusual for Sam not to go to the library, especially at this time of day, but he had other things on his mind and other ways he needed to spend his time.

      He smiled tightly. “I might be able to get in there later, but I need to do a few other things first.”

      Which might involve Sam trying to leverage some of his resources.

      That they had many in the first place, but he had a few ways he thought that he might be able to try to uncover a little bit more information now, so he had to see what he might be able to learn.

      James looked after him as Sam slipped down the stairs.

      There wasn’t much for most students on the main level. Other than leaving the Academy—something that Sam hadn’t even tried to do since he arrived—the only other thing here was the kitchen. For the most part, students stayed in the upper levels.

      Other than Sam, that was.

      And the few students that he had observed heading toward the alchemy section were to act as hall monitors. He looked around, anxiously making sure that there were no others in the hallway, not sure if he was going to get caught by anybody else that might be here, and thankful that there weren’t any of his instructors here. When he was convinced that he was alone, he started toward the alchemy section.

      He reached the door to the kitchen, where he paused for a moment.

      Going in here would reveal the truth about Sam to Okun.

      He didn’t want to do that.

      Not that he thought that Okun was a close friend, but he’d been friendly to Sam and having that in a place like the Academy where he had few friends was more important to him than he would have thought.

      If he were to go in and ask Okun for his help, it meant that Sam was abandoning any possible future where he had Okun as a friend. Given how hard it was for him at the Academy in the first place and how isolated he felt simply because of his lack of ability, that was harder on him than he had expected. Sam didn’t really think that he needed to have somebody here, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that anyone was better than nothing.

      Instead, he crept closer to the door leading down into the alchemy section.

      He looked behind him, checking whether there was anyone there, before pushing open the door and hurrying down. No one had seen him. He was certain of it.

      As he started down the stairs, he watched, searching for any sign of the hall monitor that he knew had to be there. He didn’t see anyone. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he paused. Sam looked along the hallway, checking to see if anyone was there, moving toward him, but still, he didn’t see anything.

      He started forward when a soft whistling caught his attention.

      Sam backed up, moving away from the hall, not wanting to have anyone see him coming, but at the same time, wanting to have an opportunity to make his way down to the alchemy section. There had to be something there.

      The whistling continued.

      He poked his head out.

      At the very least, he wanted to see who it was.

      He caught sight of dark brown hair, lean face, and a green robe.

      He knew her.

      She was the one he had seen at the table his first night in the Academy. She was in his tower.

      Sam backed up the stairs, hurrying until he reached the doorway. The whistling hadn’t changed. She hadn’t seen him.

      But now he had an idea. He was going to find this woman, and he was going to find a way to get to know her. Then he would see what she knew.
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      The library was quiet.

      He enjoyed the solitude. Sam was accustomed to it, and yet, there was still part of him that longed for a time where he wasn’t all by himself. Maybe there was a foolish desire. He was here for a specific purpose, and any time that he had to spend in the library, time where he wasn’t under Havash’s influence, was time he could use for himself to come to terms with just what the alchemist wanted from him.

      He had tried finding the hall monitor the last few evenings, but she was never in the tower. He found that surprising, especially given how few people were in the tolath tower, but then again, he spent most of his time in the library, not in his room.

      He looked up from the book, another on angulation, mostly theoretical, but this one detailed the second tenet in far more complex language than he had seen from others. He suspected that mattered, but for him, it was only a matter of memorization. He was prepared for the first set of tests. If he could at least display knowledge and not have to worry about the practical application of what he might be able to demonstrate, it was far less likely that he was going to be sent from the school early. He had no idea if his plan would even work, but there was the possibility. He had alchemy down about as well as he thought he would be expected to, especially given Havash’s simplistic assigned books. The other classes, mathematics and chemistry and botany, were fairly straightforward. At least, the aspect of it that mattered to him. He could learn about those topics, gather what he might be able to use later, and ignore the parts where the Arcane Arts were involved. As far as he could tell, the instructors tried to pour Arcane Arts into everything, even if it wasn’t necessary.

      He rubbed his eyes, closing the book. He was tired, and he needed a break.

      He’d been sitting here for the better part of several hours after eating.

      Sam got to his feet, glanced at the stack of books, longing to bring them with him as he did every time he came through here, before leaving them, and making his way past the librarians, and back out into the main hall.

      Voices down the stairs caught his attention.

      He followed the flow of students, many of them heading down the stairs and then out of the door. Once outside, Sam paused. He breathed in deeply. It was a strange thing for him to be outside, which was a stark change from what he had known before coming to the Academy.

      He found another tolath student, a second-year girl by the name of Lisa, and forced a smile. “What’s going on here?”

      She scowled at him. Even within his tower, his ties to the Barlands were not well received. “A free evening.”

      “Free to do what?”

      Her scowl deepened. “Free to explore the city. Don’t you pay attention?”

      “I guess I—”

      She didn’t give him a chance to finish and spun away, joining another group of tolath students as they headed through the garden and out into the city.

      Free to leave the Academy.

      “There you are,” James said, coming up behind him and chuckling. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to come out of the library in time. The gates are only open for an hour, and then they open up again at ten bells, so we only have a few hours out, but…” He shrugged. “I haven’t spent much time in Tavran.”

      “I didn’t know about it,” Sam said.

      James chuckled, and he scratched at his cheek, looking at the line of students. “We get out on the first of the month and midmonth. That’s it. I tried to see if the others from our tower would want to join us, but…”

      Sam understood. There were only three others in the first-year class from the tolath tower, and they generally stuck together.

      “Do you want to come with me?” James asked. “I would’ve expected that she wanted to go, but it is you, after all, and…”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, it means that I don’t know if you are going to go into the city or if you are going to go back and sit in the library like you always do.”

      He took a deep breath, pulling along full of air, before forcing a tight smile. “I wouldn’t be opposed to a night out. The library will be there when we get back.”

      And it wasn’t as if Sam had to keep studying, after all. He felt as if he knew more than enough to pass the academic part of any testing he might be subjected to. Anything beyond that was going to be more of a challenge.

      “Good.”

      When they reached the edge of the garden, the tall wall that surrounded the Academy, Sam tensed.

      James watched him. “What’s wrong?”

      “I didn’t spend much time in the city,” he said. “When we came in with Havash, he brought us straight to the Academy.”

      “Havash selected you?”

      Sam cursed himself. Hadn’t he shared that with James before?

      “Well, we are out in the Barlands, or I was, and he was out there for…” Sam shrugged. “I don’t even know what he was out there for.”

      “Probably chasing some strange alchemy. They get too far out there. You run across the Nighlan.”

      Sam looked over to James as they stepped out of the street. He looked back at the Academy, noting the pale white gleaming stone, and saw an occasional flash of white light coming from inside. Arcane arts flickered everywhere. Power that continued to build. Energy that seemed to rise up from those within the building.

      “The Nighlan don’t come into the Barlands,” Sam said.

      As far as most were concerned, the Nighlan were little more than a threat used to scare people who ventured too deep into the Barlands. They were said to have dark magic. Sam didn’t know whether that was true, but he did know the other rumors about the Nighlan were not—that they were twisted and grotesque creatures that hunted those within Olway.

      “I don’t know. To hear my parents talk about it, the entire reason that Olway wanted to annex your part of the world was that they wanted a buffer against the Nighlan.”

      “That’s not it at all,” Sam protested. “The Barlands might be a little bit of a buffer, but only because no one lives there. They wanted the mines. Nothing more than that.”

      James shrugged again. “Can’t say that I know. Anyway, how about we see what everybody else is doing?”

      As they made their way along the street, the sounds of the city began to flow toward them. Sam caught the sound of music, laughter, and the occasional shout. They were noises he was accustomed to within Erstan, though within Erstan, there wasn’t the same vibrancy and energy.

      James was talking to him as they made their way along the street, every so often piping up about some shop that they passed, or about a restaurant that they saw, places that he’d heard about, but that even James had not visited. All of it served to make Sam think that James wished he had more chance to spend out in the city, though Sam didn’t mind his time cooped up in the library.

      Perhaps he needed to be looking at things a little differently, though. Eventually, his time in the Academy would be over, and he would need to be comfortable out in the city. Why shouldn’t he want to have a chance to know his way around? More than that, he might need to figure out where he could set up a shop. He had focused his studies on alchemy, knowing that there was a market for such work, though if he were to need to, there were other topics that Sam could shift his focus to where he might be able to earn an income.

      “Are there any alchemy shops around the Academy?” Sam asked.

      James stopped what he was talking about, having been going on about the Council and the politics within Tavran, before frowning. “You know, I don’t really know. They’ve tried to diminish alchemy within the Academy, but that doesn’t mean that they can do it out in Tavran.”

      “How many alchemy shops you have in your hometown?”

      “Dozens,” James said, shaking his head. “Too many. Anybody with a few books thinks they can set up an alchemy shop and make money, but that’s not generally very profitable. Most of the successful alchemists have some Academy background.”

      “How much background?”

      Sam waved his hand. “You don’t have to worry about that. I’ve seen you in classes. You’re going to do just fine. You’ll probably be on the fast track to serving on the council. I mean, if that’s what you want. Not everybody wants that, but enough of the superstar students are thrilled with that opportunity.”

      Sam just nodded. Anyone with a stack of books could be an alchemist. That was Sam in a nutshell. But he would also have some Academy background. He might not have any ability with the Arcane Arts, but no one would have to know that, would they? Sam thought that he could convince others that he had the necessary background, perhaps the necessary abilities, and use that as he tried to keep his way in the city.

      They had gone several streets over from the Academy when Sam saw his first alchemy shop. Both he and James slowed before it. The building was enormous. It took up the entirety of a single block. As Sam paused, looking in the windows, he saw impressive works of metal, items that he suspected were made out of cloth, and even strange plants that were growing.

      “Look at this place,” James said, his voice a low whisper filled with awe. “You ever see anything quite like that before?”

      Sam shook his head. It was nothing like Arne’s basic shop.

      “There aren’t many alchemists that could do some of those things,” James went on. “What’s the plant? That’s just filled with Arcane Arts.”

      A plant?

      But then, Sam had been studying botany, so why wouldn’t that benefit somebody who could use the Arcane Arts and could turn it into something of power?

      The idea that it could do that was almost overwhelming to him.

      “It’s not at all like the alchemy we have out in Erstan,” Sam whispered.

      “Minor alchemy,” James said. When Sam looked at him, James shrugged. “That’s what they call it, anyway. Minor alchemists. Those who don’t have any access to the Arcane Arts. They aren’t valuable around here. You can probably find some minor alchemists on the fringes of the city, where people can’t afford much, but in a city like Tavran, a minor alchemist isn’t going to fetch much.”

      Sam should have expected that.

      “Come on,” James said. “The shop isn’t even open. Though I would be curious to see what it’s like when it is. Whoever runs a place like this obviously has some talent.”

      He nodded. More than just some talent, Sam suspected. Whoever ran a place like that had to have considerable talent.

      He followed James along the street, and they got closer to the sound of music.

      James glanced over. “I’ve heard that some students go into the city to go dancing. I’m not much of a dancer myself, but I wouldn’t mind having a partner.”

      “I’m sure that you could find a partner,” Sam teased.

      “Not with some of the people that we have in our tower. They’re either completely disinterested in us or aren’t even in the right tower. It might be easier if we were in one of the other towers. More of a selection, you know.”

      Sam snorted. “I didn’t realize you were concerned about the selection that you had available to you within the tower.”

      “Well, Lacey is nice enough and all…”

      Sam arched a brow and looked over to his friend. “Lacey?”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything,” James said, cheeks flaming.

      “No,” Sam said, elbowing James. “You aren’t wrong. Lacey is nice.”

      “I only have one class with her, and she doesn’t really talk to me there, or at meals, or anytime really in the tower, but I’ve caught her in the hall.”

      “And?”

      “And what?” James asked, shifting his feet. “I’m not good at talking to girls. They’re generally looking for something more than me.”

      Sam clapped him on the shoulder. “You do realize that they probably feel the same way about themselves? We’re all in the tolath tower, so we all have the same issues.”

      “I suppose,” he said, drifting slightly forward and closer to the music. “We don’t even know who’s going to stick around, anyway. Most people in our tower have some potential. You probably have the quickest mind of anybody in our class, and Alexa has some of the most potent Arcane Arts, and I like to think that I’m not too shabby.” He chuckled and waved for Sam to move forward.

      He was drawn by the sound of the music. There was a vibrancy to it and an energy. He saw a ring of students around the small square, many of them dancing, others holding drinks and laughing, and others standing off to the side, just watching like Sam and James now were. There were a few people from the city easily identifiable by their lack of robes, though, for the most part, it was almost as if the minstrels strumming their guitars knew that the Academy would be out here.

      Which they probably did. Carts lined the square, selling food and drink and various different crafts.

      “Are you hungry?”

      Sam shook his head. He had money. Having been at the Academy for the better part of a month had earned him his single silver, and though he hadn’t had the opportunity to meet with Mia to try to get hers to save them both, having a single silver was far more than he could ever have imagined having before. It was a dragon’s hoard. It was also money he had to save.

      “There’s plenty of food back at the Academy.”

      “But not like this,” James said. “Wait here. I’ll bring it back.”

      Sam waited in place, watching the dancing.

      Somebody bumped into him, and he turned only to see the dark-haired tolath hall monitor that he had been trying to find.

      “Watch where you’re… Oh. Sorry about that,” she said to him.

      “What’s your name?” Sam asked. He stammered a little bit, feeling stupid. She was incredibly lovely, with full lips, dark eyes, and there was just something about her…

      “Why?”

      “We’re in the same tower,” Sam said hurriedly. “I just thought that I should know your name.”

      She frowned at him. “Tara. Tara Stone.”

      Sam stuck his hand out, and she took it but looked down at him for a moment. “Sam Bilson. I’m a first-year student, and I—”

      “I know you are,” she said. When Sam frowned at her, she shrugged. “We don’t have many students in tolath.”

      “Oh, right.”

      He glanced over to the sound of the music and knew that he was going to have to take a chance here. He needed to get to know Tara, if only so that he could learn some secret of what was happening in the alchemy section. Or what had happened.

      “Say, Tara, would you want to dance?”

      She looked at him for a long moment, and Sam half expected her to tell him, no, but she finally shrugged. “Why not.”

      Sam glanced over to where James had disappeared. Hopefully, his friend wouldn’t mind him sneaking off and dancing.

      If he did… Well, that didn’t really matter.

      He had a chance to try to find information from Tara.

      As he pulled her into the square, closer to the minstrels, he tried to tell himself that was the only reason that he wanted to do that, and not because she was incredibly lovely. This was all to help his sister. That was it.
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      “I can’t believe that you went off with Tara Stone,” James whispered as they made their way to class the following morning.

      Sam was tired. He hadn’t gotten nearly as much sleep as he had wanted, and he rubbed the fatigue from his eyes. Everything was quiet all around them, and though they hurried through the otherwise silent hall, Sam still tried to keep his voice quiet.

      “Why shouldn’t I have gone off with her?”

      It seemed to him that James was upset that he had danced with Tara the night before. Not only had she been lovely, but she had a quick mind that matched her feet.

      “You were taking too long getting food,” Sam added.

      James looked as if he wanted to argue with him, opening his mouth briefly before clamping it back shut again. “Too long? I couldn’t have been gone longer than five minutes. Maybe ten. Okay. It might’ve been twenty minutes. They had a baker there, and he was making these fruit-filled pastries that looked delectable.”

      “So you stayed there to watch him?”

      James shrugged. “I figured you wouldn’t mind. Well, that was before I knew you had gone off with Tara Stone.”

      Sam chuckled as they made their way up the stairs and toward his class on angulation. He wasn’t in much of a mood to sit through the class, though that was mostly due to his fatigue. Someone hurrying up the steps past them, jostling past him and James, and James let out a sharp cry of protestation.

      When the figures slowed and finally turned, Sam’s stomach sunk.

      “Barlands boy. And who is this? Someone who has taken you under his wing?”

      “Go on, Gresham,” Sam said. “You wouldn’t want to be late to class.”

      “Oh, I don’t need to get to class. Besides, I already know that I won’t have any trouble passing my exams.” He took a step toward Sam, and even though he was probably the same age, there was a crackling of energy that seemed to emanate from Gresham.

      Gresham sneered at him. “You know, it might’ve been better had we sent troops out to the Barlands to just push all of your kind back into the foothills. It would’ve been better for the rest of us.”

      “Is that right?” Sam asked, and he took a step toward him. He needed to control the frustration building within him. It wouldn’t serve him any purpose.

      Gresham glowered at him. “That is, unless…”

      He trailed off as someone came up the steps alongside them.

      With a flush, Sam realized that it was Tara. She looked at him, then to Gresham.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, though she directed the question to Gresham.

      “Stone. Don’t you have some project that you’re working on?”

      “And don’t you have some young girl you’re trying to convince to let you take advantage of?”

      He shifted the direction of his sneer over to Tara. Sam immediately liked her more.

      “Maybe you should spend a little more time in the library. It would be nice to have someone challenging me for my position within the Academy, but seeing as how that won’t be you…” Tara glanced up to the two others standing behind Gresham. Sam hadn’t paid much mind to them. They were different young men than the ones that had been with him in the Academy library when Sam had first encountered him. “Or either of you, I guess it doesn’t really matter that much.”

      Gresham took a step toward her, and the pale white within him began to build, forming a crisscrossing band of power.

      Sam recognized the way he was drawing the power, at least in the way that he created the angulation. Having studied at it as often as he did, he felt as if he could practically recreate some of these patterns on his own, even though he had no ability.

      “Don’t push me, Stone. Otherwise, you might find that you have a harder time finding employment once you finish here. What is it that you want so much? Oh, that’s right. To serve on the council. Well, I doubt they will welcome someone quite like you.”

      She glowered at him and then lowered her head and stormed up the stairs.

      Gresham glanced behind him to watch her go.

      “And you, Barlands boy. I don’t have to worry about you. You’ll probably end up as nothing more than a janitor. Maybe even worse? A chambermaid. Scrubbing pots. Or better yet, maybe you want to return to the Barlands where you can end up in the mines.”

      Sam clenched his jaw to resist the urge to say something more.

      James tapped on him and leaned close. “We need to get to class,” he whispered.

      Sam took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he ignored Gresham.

      The bell started tolling. Now they were going to be late for class. Gresham glowered at Sam for another moment before turning and heading up the stairs.

      “Great,” James muttered. “I have enough issues with Professor Clarice already.”

      “She won’t mind,” Sam said. “Besides, we have been so focused on the earliest tenets of angulation that it’s not that complicated.”

      James glanced over to him. “Maybe not for you, but for the rest of us, it is a little harder. Not everybody has such an easy time at understanding angulation.”

      “I’m sure you will do well on your exams.”

      “I’m not so worried about the early ones. It’s more about the later exams. I’m not exactly sure what it’s going to take for me to pass. My parents talk about what they went through when they studied at the Academy, but…” He shook his head. “I suppose it doesn’t matter too much.”

      “See? There you go. You’re already starting to have a better attitude about it.”

      They hurried up the stairs and reached the hall with the angulation classroom. Several statues along the hall had distinct carvings on them that made Sam think that they were manifestations of alchemy, though he hadn’t had the opportunity to fully test it. He was curious as to why they would be stationed all throughout the hall here and curious as to whether or not there might be something here that he could learn from them.

      James motioned for him to hurry along, and Sam realized that he’d been staring at the sculptures. They hurried to the angulation classroom, where Sam froze in the doorway.

      It wasn’t Professor Clarice at all.

      Havash.

      He turned, looking over to them. “I don’t tolerate tardiness in my classes.”

      “I’m sorry, Professor Havash,” James said, hurrying to one of the back tables. The room was large, not tiered the way that the alchemy classroom was, and situated with space around each table so that there was plenty of room, which Sam assumed was so the practical application of angulation could later be attempted.

      “Yes, well, seeing as how even your instructor isn’t able to be here, perhaps you shall have a pass.” He leveled his heavy gaze on Sam for a long moment and then tore it away, almost shooing Sam back to his seat.

      He hurried through the room, taking a seat near the back, sitting alongside James.

      James leaned close. “Where do you think Professor Clarice is?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said. She had always been present for angulation, but then she had been one of the professors who had gone down to the alchemy section. At least when there had been the rumbling that he had heard. Had something happened to her?

      She had been decent to him, so Sam selfishly didn’t want anything to happen to Professor Clarice, if only because he wanted to continue to learn about angulation, at least theoretically.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you have been working on so that we can discuss the appropriate level of conversation today?” Havash drawled. He grabbed his long beard in one hand, squeezing it together while sweeping his gaze around at each person in the room.

      This was a different side of Havash than Sam had seen before. In the alchemy classroom, as it was primarily theoretical, there wasn’t anything. They had never really seen Havash teaching, at least nothing of any real significance. Though Sam knew him as a master of the Arcane Arts and, having traveled to the city with him, knew that he was skilled in it, he had never seen it demonstrated first hand.

      A hand went up near the front of the classroom. A blonde-haired woman in a red striped robe that he didn’t know that well. Havash frowned. “Yes?”

      “Well, we have been talking about the various aspects of the first tenet of angulation and the implications of—”

      “The first tenet?” Havash asked.

      The girl flushed slightly, and she straightened in her chair. “That is what we have started with,” she said. “We have—”

      “Have you begun a practical demonstration of it?”

      “Why… Um… No?”

      Havash snorted, and he turned to the chalkboard behind him. His gaze lingered on it for a moment, but then he turned back to them. “All of you will be having your first tests to determine your competence moving forward. This does not determine whether you stay within the Academy, but it is a measuring stick. Do poorly, and you will find that your place within the Academy is not nearly as secure as it was when you were first granted admission. Do well, and the Academy will reward you.”

      Sam couldn’t help but feel as though Havash were looking right at him.

      But why?

      Havash would have to know that Sam had no real chance of actually succeeding. He wasn’t going to be able to prove himself. It was more about having the ability to demonstrate knowledge, and in that, Sam thought that he would do well.

      “Today, we will discuss the practical approach to angulation that will be expected of you during your first testing,” Havash said. He nodded to one of the other front-row students. “You. What is your name?”

      It was one of the olwand students.

      He had chocolate-colored hair, a slight build, and frowned for a moment before getting to his feet. “I am Goran Jok, professor.”

      “Fine. Fine. Come on up here.” Goran made his way toward the front of the class, and he faced Havash. Havash stood with his hands clasped before him. Sam noticed a faint tracing of pale white light around him. It was nothing more than that. “Now. When you have spoken about the first tenet of angulation, what have you discussed when it comes to the use of it?”

      “That the Arcane Arts must be acted upon. Otherwise, the angulation will go on indefinitely.”

      Havash huffed, and there was a hint of irritation that flashed in his eyes, which left Sam wondering if Havash didn’t necessarily agree with that. Professor Clarice had wanted them to understand all the details of angulate in order for them to be able to perform it adequately. From Sam’s reading, he felt as if that was an accurate representation, though.

      Havash waved his hand. “Why don’t you show me something basic? I would like to see you create a parallel line of power.”

      Goran licked his lips. His eyes narrowed, and he shifted his feet, clasping his hands together.

      Sam immediately knew that he couldn’t do it.

      “That’s not basic,” James said.

      “Careful,” Sam whispered.

      He didn’t need Havash to look back and try to draw their attention.

      “But it’s not basic,” James countered. “Parallel lines involve drawing upon two aspects, and…”

      He trailed off as Havash hurried through the classroom toward him.

      “And you are?”

      James looked up at him, staring at Havash for a moment. “I’m James Ogilvy. I’m in your theory of alchemy class.”

      “Ogilvy. I believe I know your parents. Your father, at least.”

      James paled slightly.

      “You believe you know better? It wouldn’t surprise me. Your father always believed he knew better, too.”

      “I wasn’t saying that, Professor,” James stammered.

      “What were you saying exactly?”

      Sam looked over to James, saw the way that he was practically quivering.

      “He was saying that parallel lines are a complicated form of angulation,” Sam said.

      Havash turned his gaze to him, and it was practically searing. It was a warning. Sam could see that much, even though he had no intention of abiding by it. What was Havash going to do? He was the one who brought Sam here. And Sam wasn’t about to allow James to be bullied by Havash just because he had made some offhanded comment to him.

      “Are you such an expert on angulation?”

      He felt James kick him, and Sam sat up. “I’m not an expert, professor. What you’re asking for is implementing the first three tenets of angulation. In this case, you’re asking for Goran to create a singular line, but with definite endpoints, so he needs to act upon each end in order to control that. The second tenet suggests that dispersing the draw of the Arcane Arts into a finite space poses unique challenges, and that says nothing about the third tenet, which calls upon the second drawing of—”

      Havash tapped on the table. “Would you like to demonstrate what I’ve asked?”

      Sam shook his head. “It is too advanced for me,” he said simply.

      Havash stared at him, and it seemed as if his gaze was trying to bore through Sam as if he wanted to try to tell him something, but what? Did he want Sam to be silent?

      “Perhaps I have asked too much of an entry-level student. If all you are capable of is the first tenet, then we will focus on a singular point. Is that satisfactory to you, Mr. Bilson?”

      Havash didn’t turn to him, but Sam could practically feel everyone else in the classroom turning their attention to him as if watching to see how he might react.

      “That would be more fitting, yes,” Sam said.

      Havash stopped in front of the classroom, turning and looking outward. “Perhaps Mr. Ogilvy could demonstrate that much, at least.”

      James started to stand, his chair scraping the ground as he did. Sam could feel the tension coming off of James, along with the discomfort that he carried with him.

      “I can try to hold onto a discrete point. What would you like me to do with it?”

      “Why, hold it. That is the nature of the first tenet, is it not?”

      James blinked.

      It was one aspect of the first tenet, a theoretical one, only a complicated theoretical aspect of it. If not acted upon, the Arcane Arts would spread infinitely, but if acted upon infinitely, it would remain in a singular point. At least, that was what Sam had learned from his reading. He had no idea if James knew that, though his parents both were Arcane Arts users, so Sam had to hope that he had some potential to do that. Perhaps more than Sam.

      “I can try,” James said.

      He held his hands together, staring at them.

      As Sam watched, he saw a pale white beginning to bubble up within James. It was faint, little more than a tracing of it, and then it began to flow through his body, up to his chest, down his arms, and into his hands.

      Then it faded.

      James shook his head. “I can’t do it,” he said.

      “Take a seat, Mr. Ogilvy. Apparently, theoretical is all you can manage. Or perhaps not even that much.”

      James sunk down into the chair, and Sam looked over, but James stared straight ahead, a slight reddish flush working through him.

      “Now, if all of you are only prepared for the theoretical application of the Arcane Arts, you will find the first exam to be more complicated than it needs to be. Today we will try to remedy that, and then I might have to have some words with your instructor. We will begin. I expect everyone to take detailed notes.”

      All around him, everyone began to pull out their notebooks. Sam did not. He didn’t need it. He didn’t really have one, anyway, but if he was going to talk about the theoretical application of angulation, Sam had probably already heard it or read it, and it was a matter of trying to fit it into what he had learned.

      When Havash turned back to face the class, he leveled his gaze on everyone, but it seemed to linger the longest on Sam.

      A taunt—and a reminder.
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      James got up from the table in the dining room, looking over to Sam for a moment, before glancing down the length of the table, his gaze going distant. All around them were the sound of voices, other students chattering, and, something Sam thought that he might be the only one to notice, the occasional flash of power that Sam detected.

      “What are you doing?” Sam asked him.

      “That talk that Professor Havash gave us a week ago,” he said, keeping his voice low as he looked back to Sam, “it has me more worried than I probably need to be.”

      “It’s just the first exam,” Sam said.

      “The first exam, and I only have a week or so to get ready for it. And then what?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam admitted. “We start preparing for the next one, I guess?” He didn’t really know what was going to be involved in additional testing, only that he suspected that he would be able to make it through the first round, and if it came down to trying to figure out more, Sam had to hope that he could use what he learned in the library to do so.

      “You don’t have to be so flippant about it,” James snapped.

      Sam chewed on a hunk of bread and shook his head. “I’m not being flippant about anything. I’m just saying—”

      “You have all of this figured out. You don’t have to worry about it. Not like some of us do.” He turned, storming off.

      Sam got to his feet, grabbing his tray and carrying it to the back of the room where it would be cleaned up. He hurried after James, but when he reached the hallway, he couldn’t see him anywhere.

      Sam doubted that he would be able to offer much help in the way of helping James, but he knew that there would have to be something he could offer his friend. But he had another concern, and it was one that he hadn’t spent as much time as he needed to do in order to work through it.

      His sister.

      What would happen if she didn’t do well with the first test?

      He had made a point of avoiding her, not wanting others within her tower to know that she was from the Barlands, especially given how Gresham treated him, but he worried about Mia and what she might encounter from them. If they were to treat her the same way as they treated Sam…

      It was even more reason that she had to work hard. Studying was never Mia’s strength. She had always relied upon Sam for that, though perhaps she shouldn’t have.

      A week. Maybe more. That thought kept coming back to him after what James had said. Havash had made him more uncomfortable than he probably needed to be about how he would perform on the test. It probably didn’t make any difference whatsoever for him to do well on the test. For that matter, Sam could probably just focus on what Havash wanted of him and satisfy the arcane asked that way, but the longer Sam spent in the Academy, the better he could position himself for the future.

      Besides, he had something that he could hold over Havash. Havash had been the one to have brought Sam to the Academy. He had to keep that in mind, as well.

      He wandered over to the library, nodding to Murial behind the desk, flashing a smile at her, before making his way back toward his usual spot.

      And he realized that the library wasn’t as empty as he would’ve expected. Typically when Sam came at this time in the evening, the library was relatively unoccupied. It wasn’t until later that other students started to arrive, filling it with quiet conversation and people battling him for different books. Somebody sat in the booth nearest his usual spot. Sam couldn’t tell who they were, but maybe it didn’t matter.

      He gathered a stack of books, including several on more advanced angulation, one on astronomy, several on mathematics, and finally, the largest of the books was on alchemy.

      Sam carried them over to his booth when a voice caught his attention.

      “That’s quite a few books for this late in the day.”

      Sam looked over, half expecting it to be one of the librarians. They had grown accustomed to his presence in the library and even seem to tolerate him, for the most part. They never questioned how many books he gathered any longer, though he suspected that they thought he only skimmed through them, looking for pieces of information that would be useful to him. Sam had learned to read fast enough that he generally got through most of the books that he gathered. This might be a little aggressive for him, but the angulation books were not terribly long, and given that he was only trying to memorize them so that he could work through the theories within them later, it wouldn’t be as much of a challenge.

      It was Tara Stone.

      “You,” he said.

      She frowned at him and grabbed the top book off his stack. “This is a little advanced for a first-year student. Or did you come here with more training than you acknowledge?”

      It seemed to be an offhanded way of asking whether he was learning the Arcane Arts in the Barlands. Most people within his tower knew that he was from the Barlands, and other than James, everybody else seemed to give him the cold shoulder for it. They all likely expected that he would fail. Not only was he from the Barlands, but he was an older student. The people of his tower preferred to focus on those more likely to remain after the first year.

      “I’ve worked through several of the lower-level texts,” Sam said. “They’re basic.” He looked up, meeting her eyes. “But I didn’t come here with much experience if that’s what you were assuming.”

      She laughed, setting the book back down. “I’m not trying to upset you. Well, maybe I should. You did dance with me and then haven’t even bothered talking to me since.”

      Sam was surprised by that. “I didn’t realize that you wanted to talk to a first-year student.”

      She arched a brow at him. “Not even one who is working through Teller’s Theorem on Advanced Angulation?” She glanced down at his book. “I read that in my first year, too. Didn’t really understand it.”

      Sam started to smile. “I don’t expect to understand it, either.” He carried his books over to the booth, setting them down. “It’s just that I’m trying to see if I can understand the tenets of angulation better .”

      “Understanding them doesn’t always help you master it. To be honest, it wasn’t until I had a little more experience than I truly began to understand what they were writing about.” She shrugged. “Most times, I think they just wrote nonsense. The key is trying to pick out the truth from within the nonsense.”

      “I’m not so sure that I can do that, either.”

      “Well, you are just a first-year student.” She offered a hint of a smile. “You might not want others to see that Narcissen book. These days, anything that might even sniff of alchemy isn’t viewed altogether well.” She waved her hand. “Not that it was alchemy that was at fault.”

      “What happened?”

      “No one really knows. Some of us older students get to wander the upper aspect of the alchemy section, patrolling it,” she said, and Sam watched her for any sign of recognition that he had been down there but didn’t see anything. “Only the professors have spent any time in the alchemy section. Too dangerous for those of us without full training, apparently.”

      “Is it really toxic to those with abilities within the Arcane Arts?”

      “That’s what they say.”

      “You don’t believe it?”

      “There are ways to explore. How else do you think the professors had an opportunity to see what happened?” She shrugged. “Not that they talk about it. They’re the only ones that can go down there, and the Grandam has ensured that none of them even try it, not until they have a way of dispersing the danger.”

      Several different questions sprung to mind. If Havash had some way of getting down into the alchemy section safely, why hadn’t he?

      Unless he didn’t want to be seen going down there.

      Or perhaps there was some other reason.

      “What about other Academy staff with no ability of the Arcane Arts?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Sam looked around the library. He saw one of the librarians standing several stacks away, glancing in his direction. He didn’t want to be kicked out of the library, so he had to be careful not to do anything that might upset the librarians. “I’m just saying that there are others within the Academy who aren’t connected to the Arcane Arts. Have any of them gone down to see whether it impacts them?”

      Tara shrugged. “Can’t say that I know. I haven’t been a hall monitor there for very long. I haven’t seen anybody else going down there.”

      “Who have you seen going down?”

      Tara crossed her arms. “Why all the interest in alchemy?” Her gaze flicked over to the book before looking up at him. “They’re going to think you’re with them.”

      Sam frowned. “With who?”

      She regarded him a long moment. “The attackers. Nighlan, to some. Anti-government to others. Not that the Academy is the government, but since so many of the council come from here, they figure it’s one and the same. So why are you looking into alchemy?”

      “It just seems strange to me, that’s all,” Sam said with a shrug. “They haven’t investigated what happened?”

      “I’m not saying that.”

      “You just said that you haven’t seen anybody going down there.”

      “I said there haven’t been many people going down there.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “You should focus on passing your test, Sam. You’re going to have a hard enough time anyway. I’ve heard how the professors talk about you.”

      “You have?”

      “Well, seeing as how you are the only person from the Barlands, they’re using you as a test case. They don’t expect you to make it very long here.”

      “I thought that was only an issue after the first year.”

      She frowned at him. “Whatever gave you that idea? In my year, there were two students who completely failed their first exams and were sent packing right away. None from our tower, thankfully. We generally have a pretty good track record when it comes to our testing and abilities. So if you were tested into the tolath power, then chances are good you will be just fine.” She chuckled, then looked down at his books again. “Especially if you’re reading those kinds of things.”

      She winked at him and then took a seat back in her booth.

      Sam sat down at his station, staring at the stack of books. Here he’d been working on the assumption that he had a full year for him to survive, but maybe he only had a week left.

      And if he failed now, what would happen to his sister?

      He had only managed to save three silvers. That wasn’t enough to do anything.

      With the thought, he started laughing softly, shaking his head. Three silvers had once been a significant windfall, and here he was now trying to convince himself that it wasn’t enough? And he had access to the Academy library for the better part of the two months that he’d been here.

      That was worth far more than three silvers.

      With everything that he had learned, he thought that he could make his way as even a minor alchemist somewhere. Maybe not in Tavran, but he shouldn’t have ever thought that was going to be possible for him. He was too close to the Academy here.

      Still, Sam didn’t want to leave.

      When he had come, it had been solely for his sister’s benefit.

      But now, he wanted to stay for himself.

      How could he not? After having seen all of what was here within the library, Sam wanted nothing more than to have an opportunity to keep working through it.

      He pulled the topmost book off his stack, and he started skimming through it.

      A week.

      If that was the case, then he had one of two options.

      Either learn enough to ensure that even without demonstrating any ability with the Arcane Arts that he should remain within the Academy or try to study as much as he could despite the possibility that he would fail.

      And if he did fail, then maybe Havash would help him. At least, Sam had to hope that he might. He leaned back, determined to tear through everything in the books.

      Learn enough. Prove that he belonged for little while longer.

      That was his new goal, regardless of what Havash wanted from him.
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      Sam sat out in the courtyard. His mind raced with everything that he’d been studying, trying to work through it, knowing that there was only another day or two before the tests began.

      Not nearly enough.

      James sat beside him, a book resting on his lap for angulation, an early and simple text, but that didn’t seem to bother James. He was determined to try to master as much as possible so that he could be ready. Despite Sam trying to offer him guidance about the various topics that he was reading about.

      Other students were in the courtyard. It was part of the reason that James had dragged Sam out here, despite Sam’s interest in returning to the library. He had wanted more time to study, but perhaps he could spend a little while outside, especially since others had already started to come.

      “See?” James said, elbowing him. They were seated on a bench near a small square in the Academy garden. The shrubs around them had been groomed to look like different animals, and the air smelled of the vibrant flowers that grew, bright yellow and red and green blooming all around them. “You just need to get out of the library once in a while.”

      “I can’t take the library books out here,” Sam said.

      “Not until you progress,” James said, turning his attention back down to the book.

      “Wait. I could at some point in the future?”

      “Well, eventually, but you have to be a higher-level student, or you have to be an instructor.” He started to laugh. “Seeing as how you or I are neither, we just have to focus on the books that they have already told us are important for the tests.” He rested his hands on the book on angulation and held his hands in front of him. He was glowing softly, but nothing else had shifted from him. “I feel like I’m close to understanding something.”

      “I don’t think the way you’re holding your hands makes a difference,” Sam said.

      James looked over. “Well, then why did you show me how you do it?”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know that it makes a difference how I do it, either.” He forced a smile. “It’s one thing to know the theory behind it and quite another to be able to do it. But everything else I’ve read tells me that your hand position shouldn’t make a difference.”

      “It shouldn’t, but this has always been the way that I managed to make it work.” He looked up, holding Sam’s gaze. “That’s how I got into the Academy, after all. I just did what worked for me. I thought…” He shrugged. “You wouldn’t understand. Everything has been so natural for you.”

      “You don’t think I would understand it not working?”

      “Not from what I’ve seen from you so far,” James said. He turned his attention back to the book.

      Sam leaned back on the bench. He could recite the book that James was working on but wasn’t about to tell his friend that. And everything he had seen in the books on angulation had made it clear that hand position was not the key. It was more a matter of how the power was drawn through the Arcane Arts user, and from there, the power could be controlled.

      But using, controlling it were so different for him. He simply didn’t understand anything else with it. And he felt as if he were somehow missing something. He wasn’t sure what it was, nor did he know how he was missing it, only that there was an aspect of what he’d been reading that didn’t seem complete.

      Angulation wasn’t his only concern, though. Sam knew what he had learned from mathematics and chemistry and botany, topics that were fairly straightforward, if not for how they were expected to be tied into the Arcane Arts. Thankfully, those topics had been separated from the Arcane Arts at first. They were simply learning the basics. Given that Sam had continued to read beyond the basics, he felt as if he should be able to handle that easily enough. If they asked him to demonstrate how to duplicate his Arcane Arts using the compounding features of the mathematical structures that he’d been learning, Sam might have a harder time with that, much like he would have a harder time demonstrating the uses of different reagents and expanding upon the Arcane Arts. That, though, did fit more with what he had been reading about alchemy. The theoretical application of alchemy Havash had been teaching them had not shown him any of those things.

      As he was sitting there, he saw Mia making her way through the garden.

      There was nobody else around her.

      Sam got to his feet, and he nodded to James. “Be right back.”

      James just nodded, keeping his attention on the book.

      Sam hurried around one of the shrubs and then poked his head out as Mia approached. “Mia,” he hissed.

      She stiffened, clutching her blue striped robe around her, and then turned to look at the shrub before stepping through it.

      “Sam?” Her pale eyes widened. “There you are. I’m sorry that I haven’t come to you before now. I—”

      “I understand. I didn’t want you to. Once they learned that I was from the Barlands, I didn’t really fit in. I hope you didn’t tell them where you were from.”

      “I told them I was from Vinson.” Mia looked away as she said it, ashamed.

      “That’s good. Vinson is far enough away that not too many people come from there,” Sam said. But it was also a traditional part of Olway and one that they had talked about before. “How are things going for you? I know we have the exams coming up, and there is a chance that I won’t be able to keep going after. If I’m kicked out of the Academy…”

      “It’s going great, actually,” Mia said. “Finally I can use this when I want to.” She held her hand in front of her, closing her eyes for a moment, and a pale white began to build around her. Sam had always seen it when she was using her power before, but now he truly saw that white glowing from her.

      “That’s amazing, Mia.”

      “Isn’t it? I don’t like all of the subjects they have us learning about. I don’t really understand mathematics, and the chemistry component isn’t as useful for me, but I’ve been told by some of my other tower mates that it will make sense over time.” She shrugged. “What are you going to do?”

      “Well, I’m still trying to do what Havash asked of me,” he said, keeping his voice low. He didn’t see anyone else around him, but he felt as if he had to be careful here. He didn’t want anyone to realize that Mia was with him. “I don’t know if I’m going to find that, either. When I don’t, I expect that he’s going to ensure that I’m expelled. You have to work as hard as you can so that you don’t get—”

      “Miana?”

      It was a boy’s voice, and it came from where the other students were.

      Mia turned away from him. “I’m over here. I’ll be right there.” She leaned close to him. “You don’t have to worry about me, Sam. I think I’ll be okay.”

      She started to say something else when another person called out her name.

      She grinned at him before turning away and racing to join the others.

      Miana. Her going by her full name even sounded as if she could be from Vinson.

      That was for the best.

      Sam lingered for a moment, before finally stepping out and around the shrubs. He had done this all for his sister, but why did it now feel strange? He had wanted to help her. It was the entire reason that he had come out here, after all.

      She seemed to be thriving, though. As he stepped forward, he saw her with a group of ten other first-year students from her tower. They were all talking, laughing, and Mia was smiling. She fit in.

      Sam started back toward the bench, intending to tell James that he was going back to the library when he heard a familiar laugh.

      Gresham.

      “See? You can’t hold it quite right. You have to push outward, then twist it, and only once you do will the pattern solidify. I don’t understand how you can’t see how easy it is.”

      Sam stepped forward until he could see where Gresham stood with several others behind him. There was another student, this one with a yellow striped robe, standing across from Gresham. He was older by the looks of him, with a faint scruff of beard that he hadn’t shaved, and he was clutching a book.

      “I think I know how to make this pattern just fine,” the other person said. “Besides. You can’t counter this.”

      The other young man held his hands pointed toward the ground, and streaks of crisscrossing white flowed from his fingertips and began to coalesce in front of him.

      As soon as they did, Gresham reacted, countering. He worked to insert additional lines of power in between what the other man was doing. For a moment, the lines crashed together, and then they flickered rightly before both were tossed back a step.

      “You shouldn’t get too close,” James said, grabbing him by the arm.

      Sam looked over to him. “What are they doing?”

      “It’s called Shitunable. It’s an older game. Only the older students can get away with it. If we were to try it, they would punish us for using Arcane Arts without adequate control, but once you reach the third year, you’re assumed to have the necessary control. My parents said that they think the instructors even encourage it, without necessarily saying so, if you know what I mean. I don’t want to be seen as if they approved the use of the Arcane Arts against another.”

      As Sam continued to watch, it became clear that Gresham was far more skilled at his pattern creation. Most of the time, he was able to neutralize what the other person did without any difficulty.

      “What’s the purpose of it?” Sam asked.

      “Mostly bragging rights,” James said. He shook his head. “But some people get injured. You just have to be careful.”

      “Careful with using patterns?”

      “Watch,” James said.

      Another person stepped forward. This was a tolath student that Sam recognized, with jet black hair, olive-colored skin, and an athletic build. He stood across from Gresham. As he did, he quickly formed a complicated pattern that looked like a series of zigzag lines.

      “Now watch,” James whispered.

      As he did, he noticed that Gresham had given the other person a chance to fully build his pattern, and then he began to insert various bursts of power in between.

      When he did, Sam recognized it. It was one of the angulation tenets. It was a fairly advanced one, which he shouldn’t be surprised by, having known that Gresham was considered a skilled student.

      “He’s using Porthor’s premise,” Sam whispered.

      James looked over at him. “What?”

      “The way that Gresham is attacking. He’s using Porthor’s premise. It’s not that complicated.”

      “What are you getting on about?”

      Sam was about to say something more, but as Gresham continued to lance power into the other tolath pattern, it exploded, sending the tolath student staggering back onto his backside.

      His jaw clenched for a moment, but his friends grabbed him, helping him to his feet, consoling him with a hint of a laugh.

      “I don’t think it would’ve been hard for him to have countered that,” Sam said, thinking through what he knew of the various tenets of angulation. It wouldn’t have been straightforward, necessarily, but countering someone trying to use Porthor’s premise was merely a matter of plugging holes. It was little more than serving as a plumber, nothing else.

      “Are you saying that you think that you could counter a fourth-year student?”

      “I’m just saying that—”

      “What was that?” Gresham said, looking up at Sam.

      Sam hadn’t realized how close he and James had been.

      “Nothing,” Sam muttered.

      “No. It sounds like we have an arrogant little Barlands boy here who thinks that he can handle one of his betters.”

      “I don’t think that I can,” Sam said, shaking his head.

      “Go ahead. Give me your best shot.”

      Sam tried to back away, but a crowded form behind him, and he couldn’t.

      James had slipped back, and though Sam would’ve liked to have someone with him, maybe it was better for James to have gotten away without drawing any additional notice.

      “If you know how to plug the holes, as you say, go ahead and show me.”

      “I’m not saying that I can—”

      Power suddenly built from Gresham, faster than Sam could react.

      It struck him, tossing him back, and he landed, staring up at the cloudy sky.

      It had been too quick.

      Gresham had power. Sam did not.

      Sam started to get up, and he could hear the sound of laughter all around him.

      “So much for the knowledge of one from the Barlands.”

      “Picking on somebody outside of your class?”

      Sam blinked. His vision had gone to flashing stars, brightness surging around him, making it difficult for him to make out much of anything. He recognized the voice, though.

      It was Tara.

      “Step back, Stone. You never want to play.”

      “And you like to pick on people who can’t defend themselves. Sort of like that first-year girl I saw you with the other day.”

      Sam managed to sit up and saw Tara with her hands stretched out in front of her. Gresham glowered at her. A hint of power began to build from him. It happened slowly, but then with a surge, Sam knew exactly what was going to happen.

      “Watch out!”

      Tarin didn’t even turn.

      She countered.

      It happened with a rapid series of crackles that snapped through the air, and it seemed almost as if her use of the Arcane Arts swallowed what Gresham had done. And then it collapsed before expanding back outward, catching Gresham in the chest and tossing him back.

      He laid there for a moment.

      Tara looked down at him. “You should know better than to try and test your betters.”

      She spun, not even looking down at Sam as she stomped back to the Academy.

      A nervous laughter filled the silence around them.

      Sam hurriedly got to his feet, and he looked around, but didn’t see James. He did see Mia looking over at him, though. Was it worry in her eyes?

      No. It looked more like irritation.

      She looked over at Gresham, and it seemed to Sam that she was wanting to go over to him.

      He hurried back to the Academy, wanting to catch up to Tara, to thank her for intervening, and hurried into their tower. He caught a glimpse of her heading up the stairs, but as he rounded the first landing, there was no sign of her. She wasn’t up the stairs, though.

      He froze.

      Had she simply disappeared?

      That would be a use of the Arcane Arts that he had never even considered, and he had a hard time thinking that she could simply vanish like that, but maybe there was some way that he didn’t even know about.

      Or…

      This was an old building. Impossibly old, Sam knew.

      And old buildings had secrets. Including passageways.

      Sam took a seat on the stairs and decided to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam still hadn’t seen Tara come out of what he suspected was some hidden passageway, and he had been forced to head up the stairs into the tower several times otherwise, he would have drawn the attention of others. He found himself pacing up and down the stairs, passing different people as he went, nodding to them, including James, who had frowned at him at one point but had been placated by Sam claiming that he was going down to the kitchen to get some food. He was tempted to go to Okun anyway, as he hadn’t eaten much, and his stomach was grumbling.

      It was getting late. Long past a time when Sam should have been in bed, especially if he wanted to be prepared for what he might encounter in his exams later on.

      But curiosity won out.

      He found himself sitting again on the stairs, waiting and wishing that he had something to read. When he started to hear the scraping of stone, he jumped to his feet, more surprised than anything else.

      A section of the wall opened in front of him.

      There was nothing to it other than a blank section of stone. But it slid apart, creating a narrow gap in the wall where Tara stepped out of. Her eyes widened slightly when she saw him. She finished stepping out, flicking her gaze up and then down the stairs, before turning to look at him.

      “What are you doing here?” Tara asked.

      Sam glanced behind her. He couldn’t see anything behind her but noticed that she clutched an arm full of books.

      “What is this?” he whispered.

      A flicker of emotion crossed her face before she finally breathed out in irritation. “Come on.” She turned again, and she tapped a section of the wall that he couldn’t quite see, caused it to slide away, creating a narrow opening again. She motioned for him to go inside, which he did. Once inside, the wall began to slide back. From this side, there was a more distinct steady grinding sound to it. Sam stood in place, not knowing what to do until Tara rested a hand on his arm.

      “We call this the Study Hall. Only a few students in this tower even know about it, though I’m pretty sure the instructors know.”

      “Who else knows?”

      “Not many. When I was shown it, I was to make sure to only reveal it to those truly worthy of the Study Hall.”

      Sam realized that wasn’t much of an answer.

      “I wouldn’t have shown you if you hadn’t been there,” she said. “But I imagine that you would just spend more time searching for it anyway. It’s not as if it’s all that challenging find.”

      “It’s not?”

      “You just have to know the right sections of the wall to touch for it to open before you.” She motioned for him to follow. There was a faint light, and Sam realized the source of it came from lanterns on the other side of the wall where light drifted through narrow grates that he could scarcely see. “Besides, if you’re going to be skulking around in the Academy, you might as well do it in a way that lets you hide.”

      “I haven’t been skulking.”

      “You will be when you want to sneak off into the library.”

      “This goes to the library?”

      “The library. The kitchen. A few other places. Some of the classrooms have a connection to it, though for the most part, it’s limited. I think it was once far more extensive, but over time it ended up getting blocked off.”

      “Why would it have been blocked off?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t really know anything about who designed this in the first place.” She guided him along the hall, and it veered around a branch point, up some stairs, before she stopped again. She tapped on another section of the wall. There was another faint grinding before that faded again. “If anybody asks, I didn’t show you how to find this.” She turned back to him, and in the faint light that still flickered into the narrow hall, he was able to make out her features as little more than shadows. “But seeing as how I probably wouldn’t have stopped you from finding it anyway, I’m going to argue that you are the reason, and not that I showed you anything I wasn’t supposed to.”

      He looked past her. The library.

      “Do the librarians know?”

      “They know some of us have a way in, and for the most part, they overlook it. They don’t really care so long as we don’t keep any of the books any longer than we normally would be able to check them out for.”

      Sam started to smile to himself. Having access to the library when he wasn’t supposed to felt like a cheat.

      “Now, don’t you go sneaking in here every night and staying until first thing in the morning. If you get caught, there isn’t going to be any way to protect yourself.”

      “I won’t get caught,” Sam said.

      “And don’t do anything stupid like coming through here and grabbing different books you aren’t supposed to be reading. There are limits to what younger students like yourself are permitted.”

      That was something else Sam didn’t know. “I’ll be responsible with it.”

      At least, he’d be as responsible as he could be until he had to leave the Academy, which meant that having access here was even more important to him.

      Another thought came to mind. “Does this connect to the outside anyway?”

      “As I said, it probably was far more extensively interconnected than it is now. Now it just connects to our tower, a few classrooms, and a few other places.”

      There went that hope. Had he the opportunity to sneak back into the Academy once he was exiled, he could use that. Not that he would ever tell her that.

      “You said it connected to the kitchen?”

      “It does, but there’s no real point in it,” she said. “We don’t need to sneak into the kitchen.”

      “We would if it was too late,” he said.

      She arched a brow at him. “Then don’t be sneaking out too late. Or grab what you need and bring it back to your room. It’s not like we have a shortage of food, after all.”

      Sam smiled. He wondered if he had ever stopped smiling.

      “And don’t be stupid when you come in here. Make sure no one sees you, and make sure that when you leave, no one knows that you’re there. There are always small grates near the doorway that you can use to make sure that no one is there. Use them.”

      Sam nodded.

      “Do you think you can find your way back?”

      “It’s just back down the stairs and to the left,” he said, though he kept his focus on the library.

      “That’s right. I could show you around a little if you’d like.”

      As excited as he was to wander into the library, there was something else in the offer he couldn’t pass up. “I’d like that.”

      She guided him back toward the tower, and there was a narrow stair that led upward. She paused at one point, pressing her face up against the wall. Sam couldn’t see anything, but the air had shifted. There was a hint of a breeze here.

      “The alchemy classroom is on the other side of this one,” she whispered. “I used to come here when the alchemists were giving some of their more advanced talks.”

      “I didn’t realize that they had advanced talks.”

      “Oh, they did. That was before, though, of course. Most of those were for a select audience. Never for students. Not for the advanced talks, at least. Only those who had graduated from the Academy, and who had a specialty in alchemy.”

      “I can’t imagine there would be that many.”

      “There weren’t. Alchemy has been a difficult subject for most to master. I think it’s because it takes so much diligence. Most come to the Academy wanting to understand the Arcane Arts and prefer to focus on angulation because it’s where you get the most reward, but without applying mathematics or chemistry or even alchemy, you don’t ever see your full potential.”

      “It’s all theoretical for me at this point,” he said.

      “Even though you were describing Porthor’s premise?”

      “I can read about a thing and not have an ability to do it,” he said.

      She laughed softly. “I suspect it won’t be too long before you can. Pretty soon, you’re going to be the one putting Gresham onto his back.”

      “About that. Thank you.”

      She took a deep breath and pulled herself away from the wall. It was dark in the tunnel, though Sam was having an easier time seeing. There was a faint light glowed, and it took him a moment to realize that it came from Tara.

      “I never cared much for him.”

      “Because he’s not as skilled as you?”

      She shook her head. “He’s talented enough. And worse, he’s probably talented enough to do what he wants, which is to serve on the council. It’s just that he knows it, and he has been lording it over others.”

      “He doesn’t much care for me.”

      “Because you come from the Barlands.”

      Sam fell silent.

      “I don’t really care,” Tara said. “If you don’t want to talk about it, then don’t, but I don’t want you to think that it matters to me. All I care about are people who want to learn. Considering how often I’ve seen you in the library, I figured you were at least interested in that much.”

      “What do you mean how much you’ve seen me in the library?”

      “Not like I’ve been looking for you in the library,” she said hurriedly, “but it’s hard not to see you coming here as often as you do. You don’t necessarily make a secret of your presence.”

      “There’s no point in that,” Sam said with a small laugh.

      “That’s what I was trying to say. Anyway, I can show you to another classroom. Angulation. I used to come to watch some of the advanced classes before I had progressed.” She laughed softly. “And Gresham used to wonder why I was able to progress so much faster than him.”

      “They don’t have access to something similar?”

      “Not from their tower. Or maybe they once did, but it was closed off. I don’t really know. And, to be honest, I don’t really care.” She chuckled again. “We have this for tolath. That’s it. Seeing as how we have so few in our tower, to begin with, it seems fitting.”

      “Why are there so few in our tower?”

      This was something that had been bothering Sam since he had been assigned to it, though he wasn’t sure that there were any real answers.

      “You saw what the testing was like,” she said.

      “That’s just it,” he said. “I didn’t really have the same testing. We were, I mean I was, brought out of the Barlands and then just told which tower I was going to be in. Not much more than that.”

      “So you didn’t have a test for placement?”

      He shook his head.

      “Strange. You seem like you’d be appropriate for tolath. Maybe they just decided that it made sense for you?” She shook her head. “Or perhaps they didn’t really care. We are a bit of an afterthought here, after all. Most of the time, that is. That is until we come for testing when we generally do well. Our success rate is considerably higher than it is in the other towers.”

      Sam was going to be the reason that the success rate went down. He wondered how Tara would feel about him then.

      “Come on,” she urged. “I can show you a couple more classrooms, and then I want to make sure that you know how to get out of here because I don’t want to be the one responsible for you wandering aimlessly through the tower. It can be dark in here.”

      “Can anyone hear us talking?”

      “I’ve never really figured that out. To be honest, you’re the first person I’ve shared the Study Hall with. Other than when I was first shown it.”

      “So you don’t know if anybody can hear us talking?”

      She patted one of the darkened stone walls, rapping her knuckles on it. “It’s pretty solid here. I think it would be hard for anybody to hear much of anything through here.”

      So he could move through here without worrying about somebody hearing him.

      Other ideas came to him, connected to what Havash asked of him.

      Assuming Sam was somehow able to stay within the Academy, having access to a tunnel-like this would be a boon for what he was trying to do. He could use it, reach the alchemy section, and try to uncover anything that would help keep Havash off of his back.

      “Hey,” Tara said, snapping her fingers in front of his face. “You still there?”

      Sam blinked. “Sorry about that. I was getting lost in thinking about getting into the library after hours.”

      “Great,” Tara muttered. “I knew it was a mistake showing you.”

      “You didn’t have much choice, though, did you? Considering I found it on my own, and all.”

      “That’s the way you want to play it? You didn’t find anything. You stalked me.”

      “I came after you to thank you,” Sam said. “And when you disappeared on the stairs, I pieced it together. You couldn’t have gone anywhere, and given that this was an old building that probably had hidden passageways, I assumed you had found one.”

      “You assumed?”

      “As much as I could. Anyway, thank you.”

      “Just don’t end up getting caught,” she said.

      “I won’t.”

      She guided him back, and Sam paid attention to where she turned, how she followed the contours of the hall until they reached the section that would lead back out onto the stairs of their tower. She crouched down.

      “Feel for the indentations on the stone,” Tara whispered. “When you find it, push inward, and then twist your palm.”

      “Do I have to activate it with the Arcane Arts?”

      That would add a new complication for Sam. If that were required, then none of this would even matter.

      “No. This was done with old alchemy, I think, so Arcane Arts aren’t really needed. I suspect it would help you find your way more effectively, but no one ever uses them in here.”

      “Why?”

      “Again, because it’s not really needed.” She got to her feet and looked over to Sam. She jabbed him in the chest with a long finger. “Don’t you go using your Arcane Arts in here, either. There are plenty of people who can detect them. We don’t need somebody from one of the other towers suddenly detecting us observing them from the classrooms.”

      Sam smiled to himself. “You definitely don’t have to worry about that.”

      “I don’t, do I? I’m not so sure. You’re the person who pushed Gresham.”

      “I didn’t push him.”

      “And I didn’t say that as if it were a bad thing.” She pushed on the stone, and it began to slide away.

      With that, she slipped out of the Study Hall and started up the stairs. Sam hesitated a moment before hurrying after her. He caught up to her, but she barely glanced in his direction when she reached her level, making her way down the hall and away from him.

      He headed up the stairs, toward his room, smiling to himself.

      He liked having a secret. Especially this one.
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      Sam was tired. He had spent too much time wandering through the Study Hall, looking for where it connected, and searching for a way beyond so that he could reach the alchemy section but hadn’t found anything. It was exactly as Tara had claimed. Each time he reached where he thought there should be something more, he encountered another dead end. The hall simply stopped, leaving him blocked in.

      He had encountered Tara one time in the Study Hall, but not more than that. When she had seen him, she had nodded, clutching a bundle of books to her, before making her way back to the tolath tower. As Sam had been on his way to the library, he hadn’t bothered stopping her.

      In between searching the Study Hall, exploring it as thoroughly as he could, he had been studying. Their exams had begun, and he had done well with mathematics along with botany and chemistry and was preparing for angulation. The first three had been almost entirely theoretical, and the practical component had been negligible. At least, as negligible as could be, enough so that he was able to claim ignorance and had to hope that he didn’t attract any additional attention for his inability to use the Arcane Arts.

      Alchemy was next, followed by angulation.

      For whatever reason, Sam was more concerned about how he would perform in alchemy. Maybe it was because of Havash and how he would treat him, but Sam worried that the professor might be angry with his inability to have uncovered anything.

      Sam had prepared a response to that, though. He might not have been able to find anything within the alchemy section, but he had learned that there was no reason that Havash couldn’t have gone down there himself. He was fully prepared to question Havash on that matter.

      As he neared the doorway leading into the library, Sam thought that he heard a scraping. He paused. In the time that he’d been wandering through the Study Hall, he hadn’t heard anything else. He’d only encountered Tara the one time, so if there were others here who had access to it, he would’ve expected to have seen them by now. Besides, she had learned from somebody.

      Only as he stood in place, he realized that she hadn’t mentioned who else knew about it. Maybe she was the only one who had.

      The scraping didn’t come again.

      Sam opened the library, stepped inside the darkened space, and made his way through the stacks. He had long ago memorized his way through here, and coming in the middle of the night, long after a time when the library was supposed to have been closed off, felt a little like cheating, but he didn’t mind.

      He gathered a selection of books, all different topics on alchemy, and stepped back into the Study Hall. He closed the door, a steady grinding sound coming as the wall slid back into place, and started along the hall when he heard another scraping.

      It was distant. Sam had no idea how close it was, only that it sounded as if it came from a different section of the Academy altogether. The grinding could be many things, but it sounded almost like it was another door opening.

      Sam hurried through the hall, and when he reached a branch point that would lead him toward the kitchen, a direction he knew existed, but as Tara had suggested had minimal use to him, he paused and listened. If he were to go straight, he would reach his own tower, and then he could sneak up, get back to his room, and finish his study for the night.

      But he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something else there.

      He waited, feeling much like he had felt when he was waiting on Tara. He paced, moving back and forth along the hallway, but didn’t hear anything more. Just his own breathing and footsteps.

      As he started to chastise himself for his own foolishness, he heard another grinding. Sam heard it distinctly this time.

      He hurried through the corridor.

      The halls were fairly uniform here. All dark stone, with a little bit of light that trailed in through lanterns from the other side, and a faint undercurrent of something he couldn’t quite place. Maybe some spice, or perhaps something tied to one of the classrooms that were connected to this hallway. Every so often, he felt as if the air were moving, as if the tunnel itself were breathing.

      He made his way forward until he paused at another section of the wall. On the other side of this was the kitchen. It had taken him the better part of the first day alone in the hallway for him to uncover how to reach the kitchen, and he was pleasantly surprised to learn that it opened up into a closet. Thankfully, Okun and the others in the kitchen wouldn’t necessarily see him springing out of the closet on them.

      He didn’t know where the grinding had come from, though. It seemed to have been somewhere near here, though. Sam looked along the hallway, but he didn’t hear anything more. He waited, pacing, but there was no further sound that came.

      After waiting for a while, he headed back toward his tower. Maybe all he heard were more sounds through the greats that lined the halls. It was entirely possible that he had picked up on something there. He stepped out of the Study Hall, onto the landing, and hurried back to his room where he sat and poured through the books on alchemy, trying to pick up on something that would impress Havash during his testing.

      He drifted off, coming awake to a pounding on his door.

      Sam realized that he had the books of alchemy stacked open around his bed. He hurriedly stuffed them under his sheets and pulled the door open.

      James was there. “What are you still doing here? When I didn’t see you, I thought I should check… You’re going to be late.”

      Sam’s breath caught. He grabbed for his robe, threw it on, and went racing toward the stairs. “How late?” he asked.

      James jogged down the stairs alongside him. “Well, you were supposed to come after me, and…”

      Sam cursed himself. He had spent too long wandering the tunnels and reading and generally doing anything other than what he needed to, which was to get a good night of rest.

      By the time he reached the alchemy classroom, Havash had already started to fold up his belongings, stuffing them into a sack. He glanced over to Sam. “Mr. Bilson. I didn’t think that you wanted to proceed.”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      He looked around, and he realized that he wasn’t alone. There was another man, older, with graying hair, a thin face, and bright blue eyes, who looked at Sam. And the only other person was the Secundum. He hadn’t seen him much in the days that Sam had been at the Academy.

      “I’m sorry, professors,” he said, nodding to each of them. “I overslept. I was up studying, and if you would give me the opportunity to—”

      “Tardiness is not an excuse, Mr. Bilson,” Havash said.

      “Please,” Sam implored.

      “Come now, Havash,” the Secundum said. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “We have tested all of the others that have come through here. Let’s give him the opportunity as well.”

      “I’m not familiar with him,” the other man said. Sam hadn’t seen him in the Academy before.

      The Secundum turned to Sam, and he smiled with a warm expression on his face. “He was brought in by Havash himself.”

      “He’s the one you told me about,” the other man said, raising an inquisitive eyebrow.

      “Him, his sister,” Havash said, waving his hand. “And it doesn’t matter. He’s too late for the testing.”

      “We know how stressful those exams can be, especially the first ones,” the Secundum said. He glanced over to the third man. “What do you say, Chasten? Do you think you can convince your friend Havash to permit young Mr. Bilson here to undergo the testing?”

      If Chasten were Havash’s friend, then Sam didn’t have a whole lot of hope.

      The older man turned his attention to Sam, and he watched him. A hint of color began to build around him. It wasn’t pale white, though. This was a pale greenish.

      That was new.

      Was he using the Arcane Arts in a way that Sam hadn’t seen before? Even with other master instructors, Sam had seen the pale white light coming off of them, so he couldn’t help but feel some surprise.

      “How do you think he will do?” Chasten asked, nodding to Havash.

      “Poorly,” Havash muttered.

      “I’ve been studying. I know all of the theoretical applications of alchemy that you have been instructing, along with different practical aspects that—”

      Havash looked up, holding his gaze. Something in it had changed. It had gotten harder. Angrier, perhaps. “Practical applications, Mr. Bilson? I’m afraid we have not been instructing you want any of the practical applications of alchemy. Theoretical only.”

      “I understand that you only want us to focus on the theoretical applications, but I was researching different topics that you had referenced in the book you had us read to further my own understanding,” Sam said hurriedly. “I thought that would be permitted?”

      Chasten started to smile. “I would be most curious to see how this one does,” he said.

      “And I told you, it will be poorly.” Havash surprised him, though, and took a seat.

      “Well, Mr. Bilson? If you have such expertise in the theoretical applications of alchemy, why don’t you begin and share with us what you have learned during your first few months in the Academy?”

      Sam looked at each of them, getting reassurance from the Secundum, almost encouragement, a curious stare from Chasten, and a glimmer of irritation from Havash.

      That settled it.

      Sam knew what he had to do.

      With that, he began to recite the textbook Havash had assigned from memory.
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        * * *

      

      He had no idea how he did with the alchemy testing, but the look of irritation on Havash’s face as Sam had recited the entirety of the book, embellishing on various aspects with his reading, had pleased him more than it probably should have.

      As there was no usage of the Arcane Arts in the theoretical application of alchemy, Sam had not needed to demonstrate anything that he didn’t have any ability to do.

      That left only angulation.

      Havash had made clear during his several lectures that there would be some practical demonstration required for the test. Professor Clarice had returned, and she had acknowledged that, much to the dismay of everybody else in the class, primarily because no one felt as if they were learning all that much.

      Sam was mostly worried about angulation.

      He had no idea if he failed a single class, if it would result in his expulsion this early, especially as he had to think that he had done fairly well on the other exams. Even though he had not had any demonstration of the Arcane Arts with the others, Sam didn’t think that it had been necessary.

      Now he had to prepare for pushing through on angulation, using as much as he could of the theoretical side to convince Professor Clarice, and whoever else was there for the testing, that he was capable.

      Even if he didn’t feel capable.

      He wandered the Study Hall.

      He hadn’t wanted to go back to his room. There wasn’t anything there he was going to be able to study for, and though James would be there, probably worried about how he had done on his own test, he wanted nothing more than to keep wandering in the hallway, looking for something else.

      He neared the library when he heard the scraping again.

      Rather than going into the library, Sam backed along the hall until he came to the branch point that would lead toward the kitchen. That was where he had heard it the night before.

      He stayed there, listening. He didn’t have to wait very long before the scraping came again. And it was close.

      He moved carefully, heading along the hall until he heard it one more time.

      The scraping came again. He paused. He pressed his hand on the wall, and he realized something. It was warm, but more than that, there was a faint tracing of greenish light around it.

      Sam wasn’t sure that he would have detected that had he not been looking for something unusual here. He listened, and when he heard the slight grinding sound again, he backed away from the wall, looking for any sort of marking that would suggest that this was an opening.

      He didn’t see anything.

      Sam crouched down. The faint tracing of greenish light seemed to be concentrated on one part of the wall.

      Near the base.

      That was where the trigger for the doorways typically was.

      Sam swept his hand along the wall, searching for any indentation. It was dark enough in the hallway that he couldn’t see anything too clearly, so he had to go by feel alone. He had considered bringing the lantern, but he didn’t know if others would be able to see him from the other side. It was no different than Tara’s warning not to use the Arcane Arts—not that Sam could. It ran the risk of revealing him.

      Sam continued pressing his hand along the wall, feeling for something, and then he found it. It was subtle and different than what he had felt in other parts of the wall and in different triggers, but when he came across it, Sam knew that was exactly what it was.

      He pushed on it and twisted.

      The wall came open with a faint grinding sound.

      Stairs led down. And there was more of the pale, almost sickly, greenish light.

      He froze in place.

      Tara hadn’t mentioned anything like this.

      But down…

      He knew of one place in the Academy that was down. The alchemy section.

      The grinding sound came again. It was deeper, louder, now that the door was open. It was coming from that direction.

      This was what Havash wanted him to find.

      He started down, taking the stairs carefully when the pale light began to brighten. The stairs ended in another section of the wall. The wall was glowing, and he noticed some scratch marks on it.

      He found another symbol and hesitated this time before triggering it.

      All he knew about the alchemy section was that something terrible had happened. If this led into a part of it that he wasn’t supposed to find, Sam didn’t know what might happen to him.

      He took a deep breath.

      Then he pushed on the marking. With a soft grinding sound, the door started to open. Sam expected there to be a surge of that same greenish light or some putrid power to come surging out toward him, but there was nothing.

      Just a pale greenish glowing.

      And the persistent grinding.

      What was it, though?

      He stepped forward, still holding his breath, worried about what might be here and what it might mean for him. But he was determined. It was a reasonably large room, and he noticed a collection of objects all around him. Some of them were made out of a silvery metal, and as he looked at one, he realized it was an alchemy lantern. He grabbed it, holding it up.

      What was this place?

      It looked like it once had been some sort of common room, similar to what they had in the tolath tower.

      This was a common room.

      This was the alchemy tower.

      Sam hesitated, before he took a careful breath.

      The air stunk, but he didn’t immediately die.

      He looked around the common area. The shelves in this space were empty, at least as far as he could tell. He did need a lantern to see more clearly, as everything was darkened, other than the pale greenish glowing that he could scarcely make out. There was a massive table in the center of the room, but nothing else.

      He looked through there, following the hallway, and saw rows of doors. Each one had a strange foul coating over the door, and Sam was tempted to push it open but didn’t dare.

      At the end of the hall was a different colored door. It was made of silvery metal, and there were markings all along. They were alchemical markings that Sam recognized from his readings in the library.

      All of it looked as if it were designed to keep this place sealed. But sealed for what? Was this what Havash wanted him to find?

      Standing in front of the doorway, he could hear the grinding clearly. And whatever was causing it was on the other side of this door.
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      Sam backed away from the door, not at all certain what might come out of it and feeling increasingly like he shouldn’t even be here. This was no place for him. He had no idea what was here, other than the constant grinding, and he didn’t care what Havash wanted him to uncover.

      He lingered a moment too long, though.

      The grinding came even louder.

      He scrambled back, his legs getting tangled, and he tripped. When he did, he rolled to his feet. The ground here was scuffed in a way he hadn’t noticed before. Sam froze for a moment, looking at the pattern. He’d seen something like that once before. It had come from when Havash had brought he and Mia to the city in the first place.

      Had somebody used some sort of transportation device here? Havash made it sound as if it should only be used outside of the city, in a place where it could be controlled, but…

      The grinding came again.

      He scrambled back. He reached the door at the far end of the hall. It was much like the other one at the opposite end of the hall, made of silver metal and inscribed with various symbols.

      Sam recognized them.

      He had seen them in one of the books on alchemy. He closed his eyes for a moment, ignoring the grinding behind him, as he struggled to try to remember just which book it had been.

      Methanial. He had been one of the first alchemists at the Academy. The markings had been scattered throughout the book, typically starting each page.

      The grinding was louder.

      Sam froze. He needed to head back, get into the Study Hall, and away from here. There was no point in him risking himself against whatever this was. No point in endangering himself here. No point in—

      An explosion thundered. The walls trembled.

      Sam had felt that trembling once before.

      Tara had even mentioned something about an occasional tremble, and that was the reason that others hadn’t come down into this section. Havash probably had known about it, too. That had to be the reason that he had wanted Sam to risk himself. He hadn’t wanted to do it himself.

      Sam started forward when he realized there was a pale greenish haze that flowed down the hallway. He didn’t want to go into it. Not if it was toxic. He simply didn’t want to risk it.

      He turned back to the door. The series of markings on it had a pattern to it. He closed his eyes again, concentrating for a moment as he tried to piece together what he had seen in the book on alchemy, and remembered that the author had spoken of a specific pattern that created a greater connection to the flows of alchemy, whatever that was.

      Sam tapped on the markings, not sure if it would even do anything, and was surprised when the door took on a vibrant greenish coloration within each of the markings that then joined together, leaving the entire door to glow brightly.

      With a soft hiss, the door came open.

      Sam scrambled back into the room just as the greenish haze drifted over to him.

      He tried to close the door, but another explosion thundered, and it tossed Sam back. It was dark. He couldn’t see a thing.

      He backed up until he reached what felt like a shelf, but the room itself wasn’t very large. It was probably no bigger than a closet. Why would it have been sealed the way that it was, though?

      Sam listened.

      There was no recurrence of the trembling. No further explosion. The only thing that he noticed was the steady greenish haze drifting toward him, floating across the ground as if it were going to consume him.

      He started to get to his feet when a shadowed form appeared in the doorway.

      Sam tensed.

      Had one of the instructors caught him? He wasn’t supposed to be down here. No one was. He stayed hidden, curled up in the darkness.

      The figure held something out. It glowed with the same soft greenish light, leaving a pale haze over everything.

      It illuminated the figure.

      They swept the greenish lantern around the room. Sam had only a moment to process everything. It was a small room, much like he had suspected. There were shelves in here that lined the walls. Most of the shelves were empty, but there was one that was encased in glass that seemed to draw the figure’s attention.

      The figure himself was dressed in a black cloak, and he had some strange-looking mask on his face.

      Was he afraid of whatever toxic element was present?

      He had Arcane Arts, then. It was designed to protect him.

      The man whistled softly, the sound carrying through the strange mask, but not a tune Sam recognized.

      He started over to the glass case. So far, he hadn’t seemed to notice Sam at all. Sam figured that was for the best, but how was he supposed to sneak out of here? The way this person was sneaking around in here suggested to Sam that they didn’t belong here either. Probably not one of the instructors. Not anyone who should be here.

      But they had Arcane Arts.

      The figure had their attention focused on the case, so Sam started creeping around the room. He moved as quietly as he could. If he could get back to the alchemy tower, back into the corridor, and up into the Study Hall, he could be done with all of this. He would tell Havash what he had seen and warned him that there was somebody in the alchemy tower.

      All Sam wanted was to be out of here and done with all of this.

      He neared the door when his foot caught on the stone floor.

      There was a soft scraping.

      The figure turned. They held the greenish lantern out.

      Sam spun, turning, but the figure was there, grabbing for him.

      He spun Sam around.

      Sam couldn’t see anything about them but grabbed for the person’s mask. When he pulled it down, he revealed a darkened face. A scar on one cheek looked relatively fresh.

      He sneered at Sam, trying to reach for the mask. He raised his hand, and a pale green light began to glow from him.

      Sam thought quickly. He had a couple of options. Try to turn and run, get away.

      Or he could fight.

      This person obviously feared the air here, especially with the mask he kept pulling up onto his face. That fear gave Sam a chance.

      Sam launched toward him.

      He caught the man, and he brought his hand up, reaching for the mask, which he ripped free and threw to the ground.

      There was a soft shattering.

      The man darted forward, moving quickly. He grabbed for Sam, tossing him back. When Sam landed on a shelf, his head slammed backward, striking hard enough that he almost blacked out.

      The man headed toward the glass case. The cloak he wore seemed to shed light, as if sending it all around him, making it difficult for Sam to see him clearly. He strained to make him out but couldn’t very easily. There was a smear of grayish-black coming off of the cloak, something like the cloud he’d seen when they’d traveled here from Erstan.

      As the man reached for the glass case, something in Sam cried out. He lunged forward. He had no idea what he was doing, only that he felt compelled to act.

      Sam crashed into the man and staggered away. The man righted himself quickly and spun toward Sam while holding his hands out. Something gripped in his fist glowed softly, the light a sickly green.

      That was what he had been after. Whatever had been in the case.

      The light exploded from his fist.

      Sam dove, getting down before that light could strike him. The light hit the wall behind him, and the lower shelves started to crackle and burn.

      Would the same have happened to him had he been hit? He shivered at the idea.

      The man held out his hand again, and as before, the strange light crackled from him.

      Sam was better prepared. Feinting in one direction, he ducked off to the other side, staying low and barreling into the man’s legs. When he crashed into them, he knocked the man back. Reaching for the man’s hands, Sam wanted to pry whatever the man held free from him before he had a chance to attack again.

      The man was stronger than Sam and tossed him off to the side with ease. As the man held out his hand again, Sam braced for the blast of light and fire. It didn’t come.

      Rolling at him, he crashed into the man’s legs. The man kicked, but Sam held on. He wasn’t as large as the man or as strong, but he needed to find a way to knock him back.

      The man pointed his hand down at Sam, who released the man’s legs and grabbed his wrists. Whatever he cupped in his hands was what Sam had to fear.

      Grabbing the man’s hands, Sam started to peel the metallic item free. He had to pry it from the man’s fingers, forcing them away, but as he did, he got the man to release his hold on it. The metal was slippery and warm, likely from the man’s sweat, but if he could just pry it free…

      The man staggered back, grunting. Sam held on, ripping the item from the man’s hands. Then he had it.

      Getting slowly to his feet, he held the item out. It was small and made of a smooth stone or metal. There was a circular part that pressed up against the palm and small rings for the fingers.

      Alchemy, Sam was certain.

      The man eyed him, a half-smile on the only part of his face visible. He grabbed the mask off the ground, holding it up to his face, and taking a visible breath. “Hand that back, boy, before you lose your arm.”

      Sam looked down at the item. Alchemy. That was the only thought that stayed with him.

      The man lunged toward him.

      Sam kept his focus on his attacker and slipped his fingers through the holes in the small rings.

      When he did, he held the object toward the man, palm facing outward. If he could figure out what the man had done to make it glow with the greenish light, then he might be able to deter him. Not all alchemy required the Arcane Arts. If this didn’t, Sam could use it to defend himself.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      The man took a step toward him, and Sam jerked his hand forward. The device didn’t do anything. The man sneered at him. “You won’t be able to wear that for long. Hand it back, and I can make the end less painful for you.” His voice was muted through the mask he wore, giving it a dangerous sound and one that was almost burned, as if his throat were raw.

      Sam backed out toward the door, holding his hand away from him, feeling the strangeness of the metal resting against his palm. He could feel that there and the coolness to it. Strangely, he noticed a pale light from within it.

      It was that light which he had to focus on.

      He squeezed the device. There had to be some way to trigger it.

      Nothing happened.

      The man stalked toward him. Now he was moving steadily and without any real sense of urgency. Maybe he’d been more cautious before because he had worried that Sam had access to the Arcane Arts. If he had those, it would have been easier. Far easier for any of this.

      But now…

      Sam continued to back away.

      He was in the middle of the hall. He didn’t have much choice now.

      Run.

      “Do you have it, Ferand? The door should have been opened this time.”

      The voice came from the other end of the hall, and it was soft, muted as well, as if it came from a great distance.

      The man—Ferand, Sam assumed—continued making his way toward Sam.

      “Hand it back before you start to feel its effects. It burns. If you use it wrong, it will continue to constrict until it causes your arm to shrivel. Then the rest of you. It’s quite painful.”

      So far, Sam hadn’t felt a thing. Then again, he hadn’t managed to trigger whatever this was.

      His gaze flicked past Ferand toward the room. That room had been sealed off, and this device had been set inside. Not only set inside but said carefully inside and protected inside of the case. But the voice had expected the room to be open.

      That seemed significant to him.

      Ferand took another step toward Sam.

      Sam jumped off to the side, but then he spun, pushing his hand out from him. When he did, his hand crashed into Ferand, connecting with his side, and a strange burst of green exploded from Sam’s palm into Ferand’s.

      He grunted, twisting so that he could look up at Sam.

      Sam staggered back, holding his hand out from him. Whatever had happened had come from this device. Alchemy. And it had worked for him.

      “Enjoy the pain,” Ferand started.

      Sam tried to replicate what had happened before. There had been some way he’d twisted the device on his hands. He was certain of it. If there was a pattern, certainly he could come up with it. He tried to replicate what he had done when he’d slammed into Ferand’s side, and he focused before bringing his hand out again. As before, there came an explosion of greenish light that slammed into Ferand. He staggered back, glowering at Sam.

      Sam took another step toward him. “There’s no pain,” Sam said. “And you don’t belong here.”

      He took another step toward Sam, but as before, Sam mimicked striking outward, and again there came a burst of greenish light.

      When it faded, Ferand was gone.

      Sam stood in place for a few moments.

      He looked to the other room, but he didn’t want to risk going back in there. Instead, he hurried over to it, pulled it closed, and then looked to the far end of the hall. That door was closed as well.

      Everything else in this tower was empty.

      He hurried back through the common room, back into the hidden hallway, closing off the door. He scrambled up the stairs, pause at the top before triggering the opening into the Study Hall, and once he was back, he raced toward the tolath tower. Then he scrambled up the stairs and to his room, where he sunk down on the bed. He looked at the device in his hand.

      Alchemy.

      It had worked for him.

      It was destructive power. That much Sam knew, but it had its use. And because of that, he couldn’t help but feel as if maybe he could use that to protect himself.

      First, he had to hide it.

      He pulled on it. It didn’t come off.

      He tugged on the three rings that wrapped around his middle fingers, plucking on it, but it still didn’t budge. It was as if it were sealed to him. The rings wrapped around his fingers, and then a flat metal piece pressed into his palm.

      Sam tried to pry his fingers underneath it, but he couldn’t do anything.

      It was stuck.

      His first thought was to go to Havash, and Sam even got to his feet to go when a different thought came to him. He had wanted Sam to go into the alchemy section. Could he have been after something like this?

      The door should have been opened.

      Sam could get back down there. He was sure of that. What he feared was running into Ferand again. He didn’t know if Ferand would recognize him.

      Either way, he worried.

      Now there was something more for him to do. Not only did he need to pass his last exam, but he needed to figure out why this device was important enough for Ferand to break into the alchemy section—and whether Havash had wanted this all along.
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      Sam shifted the device in his hand. He hadn’t slept well the night before, which made for several nights of minimal sleep, all while trying to undergo his exams. It wasn’t the best way for him to function, especially not in light of everything that he had to do.

      As he sat on the edge of his bed, trying to pry his hands underneath the device and still failing to convince it to move, he gave up after a few moments and sat back.

      It wasn’t going to come off.

      Somehow, the device was linked to him.

      Unfortunately for him, he didn’t know if he would be able to use the alchemy within it. He had managed to trigger it somehow, and that had targeted Ferand when he had attacked him, but Sam hadn’t succeeded in much else with it.

      He got up, slipped on his robe, and kept his fist clenched to conceal the device.

      He headed out of the first-year level, seeing that it was empty. James probably had already gone off to his test. The others… Well, Sam didn’t really know when the others were going to be tested as they didn’t share that sort of thing.

      He started on the stairs when he came across Tara. She was hurrying up the stairs, holding onto a book beneath her robe carefully. She frowned at him.

      “Come with me,” she said, grabbing his arm and dragging him along the hallway and to her room.

      He was too startled to react. She pushed open the door and then motioned for him to sit.

      Her room was larger than his. It was nearly double the size, and she had only a desk and a bed, but she had a comfortable appearing chair and what looked like an alchemy lantern resting next to it. A stack of books rested on the floor that she made no attempt to hide.

      “Were you in the Study Hall last night?”

      Sam nodded. “I was.”

      Had she heard something? Maybe he could ask her about what had happened in the alchemy section.

      “You left one of the doors open.”

      “Which one?”

      “To the kitchen.”

      Sam frowned. “I didn’t go to the kitchen last night.”

      Tara frowned at him, and she took the book that she’d been carrying underneath robes and set it on to her table. It was a book on advanced alchemy, which surprised him.

      “Thankfully, no one saw it, but you should know that you have to be incredibly careful to ensure that the passageways are closed after each time you come through them.”

      “And I didn’t go there,” he said.

      She stared at him for a moment. “Fine. You didn’t go there.” She took a seat on her bed, and she looked over to him. “What were you doing then?”

      Sam squeezed his hand for a moment. “I just went into the library. I have to take an angulation exam today, and I don’t know how things are going to go.”

      She waved her hand. “Angulation? Given everything that you’ve done so far, I have a hard time thinking you will struggle with angulation.”

      “I’m not the most talented with the Arcane Arts.” She frowned at him, and Sam felt compelled to go on. “I think that’s why it took me so long to get selected for the Academy.” He didn’t like the idea of lying to Tara, especially as she had trusted him with the secret of the Study Hall, but he couldn’t tell her the truth, either. “And I feel like I need to prove myself.”

      “Well, you’re in the tolath tower, so it shouldn’t be too hard.” She smiled at him, and he wished that he could return the smile, but he didn’t feel it. “Anyway, the first exam is really all theoretical.”

      “Maybe it was when you took it, but Havash said that it isn’t going to be completely theoretical this time.”

      She wrinkled her nose, frowning deeply. “Why would they change it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She glanced over to the desk where she had the book on alchemy. Sam had actually read that one, so he knew the details within the book.

      “Say,” he started, “does the name Ferand ring a bell to you?”

      She jerked her head around, frowning at him. “What was that?”

      “It’s just something that I overheard.” He said it quickly, and he immediately regretted it, worrying that he had revealed too much to her.

      “Ferand was an instructor here years ago,” she said. “He never reached the title of professor. He mostly assisted others.”

      “Let me guess. Alchemy?”

      Tara shook her head quickly. “Not alchemy. They’re very particular about who they admitted. Not that I know all the details of the alchemists. Even when that tower was fully opened, it was highly restricted. Not many students were selected for alchemy.”

      “Were any placed there during the first year.”

      “No one was ever placed there during our first year,” she said. “There was a secondary testing process. It was considered highly competitive, and those who come from there had been guaranteed income.”

      Sam thought of the shop that he had seen in the city and how enormous it was and thought that he understood. “How many people would study there at a given time?”

      “I don’t know. There were quite a few alchemists who graduated from the Academy and remained. Most of the alchemists actually were graduates, for that matter.” She frowned. “There was a time when I thought maybe I would want to try to learn it, but…” She shook her head, looking over to him. “Why are you asking about Ferand anyway?”

      “It’s just something I heard.”

      He squeezed his hands. Ferand was not an alchemist, but he had been in the Academy.

      “I can show you where his office was if you are interested.”

      She was trying to fish for more information, Sam could tell that, and even though he was tempted to the client her offer, he doubted that he was going to learn what he wanted without asking for her help.

      “Maybe,” he said.

      She regarded him. “You know something, Sam.”

      “I don’t.”

      She frowned at him again. “If you say so.” She waved to the door. “If you have angulation exam, then you should get going. Make sure that you close all of the doors in the Study Hall. We don’t need anybody else finding it.”

      Sam nodded, and he stepped out of her room, closing the door behind him, and hurried to the hall where he found James coming down from the first-year rooms. James looked at him, down the hall, and a wide grin began to spread across his face.

      “Do I want to know?”

      “It’s nothing,” Sam said.

      “Nothing? You were on the fourth level hall, and not too long ago, you were dancing with Tara Stone, and…” His eyes widened slightly. “Are the two of you… Well, you know?”

      Sam glanced back. There was no denying that Tara interested him. She was incredibly beautiful, but it was more than just that. She was smart. He had never met anybody who was so interested in studies the way that he was.

      “I doubt that she would be interested in a first-year student.”

      “She’s not interested in too many students at her level. Rumor has it that she thinks she’s smarter than all of them. And she probably is. She figures she’ll graduate and should be invited to apprentice with the council.”

      “I’m sure Gresham will find a way to impede that.”

      “Well, he might also want to apprentice with the council. If it were me, I’d just stay away. Who would want to deal with either of them?”

      “What is your issue with Tara?”

      “Oh, not so much with Tara as it is with Gresham,” he said. “I figured you would understand that.”

      “What is the interest in working with the council, anyway?” They started down the stairs, and Sam wondered if maybe it wasn’t quite as late as what he had thought.

      “You can’t be serious, can you?” James looked over to him, frowning for a moment. “You are serious. You don’t really know?”

      “You know where I’m from,” Sam said carefully.

      “I suppose. Well, the council leads Olway. All of Olway. And once you apprentice within it, you have access to influencing the council, and their agenda, and from there…” He shrugged. “New councilors are always chosen from those who apprentice with them. It’s considered an honor to even be selected, and you have to be at the top of the Academy to even be considered.” He glanced along the hall, looking toward the sharan tower entrance. “Or you have to have some advantage that others don’t.” He sniffed. “So I guess it’s not quite as impressive for some people.”

      “And you think Tara would be invited?”

      “I don’t know,” James said, shrugging. “I can’t say that I’m an expert in such things, but given everything I’ve heard about her—”

      “What have you heard?” Sam asked, grabbing for his arm.

      James started to laugh. “Probably the same things that you have. Smart. Aloof. Skilled. All of the instructors think highly of her. Kal knows she has far more talent than anybody else. And she even has a year remaining.”

      Sam eased back.

      “And you were trying to tell me that you’re not interested.”

      “I wasn’t trying to tell you anything,” Sam muttered.

      “It probably doesn’t matter. Not with someone like her, anyway. She’s too focused on her studies to get interested in anything else. Well, something like you.” James grinned at him. “Spend a few more years here, keep doing as well as you obviously are doing, and you can join the council too.”

      Sam smiled tightly. There wasn’t much hope of that for him, not that he would tell James that.

      “Are you ready for the angulation exam?”

      “Something like that,” Sam said.

      “Mine was over quickly,” he said. “They asked a few questions, and I regurgitated everything we’d been learning about and even added a few flourishes with what you have been yammering on about, which seemed to impress the panel, and that was it.”

      Sam regarded him. “No practical component?”

      “Not particularly. I did have to try to demonstrate holding onto some of the Arcane Arts, but nothing more than what I was required to do when I was tested for entrance, so you should be fine. I don’t know why you’re so worried about it anyway. You don’t really have to worry given how much you know.”

      “How much did you have to demonstrate?”

      “Like I said, not any more than I needed to prove for my testing.”

      “What was it like?” Sam asked.

      He knew about Mia’s testing and everything that Havash had done for her, and she had very nearly died during it. If it was anything like that, then Sam was going to have a very hard time explaining his failings.

      And for what?

      Maybe it didn’t even matter if he skipped it. He had already found what Havash was after in the alchemy section. Now he felt as if he had more questions.

      “You need to relax, Sam,” James said. “It really isn’t that much.” He clapped Sam on the shoulders. “Keep your mind focused, let the Arcane Arts out when they ask you to, and just babble on the way that you do when we study.” He grinned at Sam.

      He headed away, making his way toward the dining hall, leaving Sam.

      Sam stared at the door to the angulation classroom, feeling nausea growing in his stomach. This was one he dreaded most of all. Angulation was closest to pure Arcane Arts, and though Sam understood the theoretical aspects of it, it was the rest of it that truly pose a challenge for him.

      He strode inside.

      There were three sitting on the panel.

      Professor Clarice, the Secundum, and Chasten, the older man that he had seen during his alchemy testing. The Secundum smiled at him, nodding to him slightly, while Chasten just watched him, saying nothing.

      Professor Clarice looked up from the table, and she frowned. “Oh. Mr. Bilson. I didn’t realize that you were next, but we can begin.” She looked over to the others. “He is by far the best prepared first-year angulation student that I have seen in many years.”

      The nausea began to build within Sam.

      “Of course, we have been mostly focused on the theoretical underpinnings of angulation, but I suspect that with his grasp of it, it will not take long for him to develop into a skilled user of the Arcane Arts.” She smiled at the Secundum. “I imagine you could even take him for some of your advanced classes by the end of the year.”

      Advanced?

      Oh, how Sam was about to disappoint all of them.

      “Then I’m eager to see what he can do,” the Secundum said. He smiled at Sam again. “It isn’t terribly surprising for someone from the tolath tower, though. They tend to have quite a bit of potential.”

      Sam clutched his hand around the enchantment, his palms sweaty, and the nausea building within him even more. This was where he was going to reveal that he truly didn’t belong. It might be easier if Havash were here to be a part of the testing. At least then Sam could turn any questions away from himself, and tried to convince Havash to help him.

      “As you have already shared with me the first three tenets of angulation, I don’t feel that we need to go into those,” she said, looking up with a hint of a smile. It seemed to Sam that was meant to reassure him, but it only meant that he was going to be tested in a different way. Had he been asked to describe the different tenets of angulation, it would’ve been far easier for him.

      “I would be interested in hearing him detail the zero tenet of angulation,” Chasten said. “That is if he is as advanced as you say.”

      “That is not expected for a student of his level,” the Secundum said. “Barely of someone in the second year.”

      “Oh, it is quite all right,” Professor Clarice said, waving her hand. “I’m sure Mr. Bilson doesn’t mind. I’ve heard him speaking about the seventh tenet in ways that tell me that he has been studying them.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Sam had been studying all of the tenets of angulation, but he had done so using different texts from the library that he didn’t know would be approved by Professor Clarice.

      “The zero tenet of angulation is tied to concentration and belief,” Sam said, immediately going into what he had memorized from one of the books that he’d read in the library. “It is the concentration of mind, a hardness thought, and a belief in success,” he continued. “All of that is—”

      “I can read Jesert’s Treatise as well as any,” Chasten said. “Can you tell me what it means to you and how you would pursue the Arcane Arts?”

      Sam wasn’t sure why he was surprised that Chasten recognized the book as quickly as he had. He had attempted to draw from one of the more obscure volumes, as many of them went into the various tenets of angulation, but none of them had gone into it with much detail, certainly not enough detail for him to have been able to do anything with it.

      But Chasten had known.

      He had to be careful that he didn’t irritate any of the instructors. He also had to be careful he didn’t fail here.

      “Belief is crucial so that you don’t fail before you begin and so that you—”

      “Now you share Hecasius’s Principles.”

      Sam tightened.

      “Again, I can read those volumes myself if I want to have them regurgitated to me.” Chasten leaned forward. He clasped his hands together. “I am curious what it means to you.”

      It meant nothing to Sam.

      And perhaps that was what Chasten was getting at. He had been there when Sam had taken the alchemy exam, and so he would’ve known that Sam had a near-perfect memory when it came to reciting what he’d read.

      Perhaps he had spoken to Havash afterward and had learned the truth. Or perhaps he only wanted to really pressure Sam.

      Professor Clarice watched him, though she had an unreadable expression on her face. Still, she didn’t seem upset with him. He suspected that she would not have pushed this herself, especially as she would only ask him about the first two tenets at most.

      The Secundum was little more difficult for Sam to tell how he might react, but he had a kindly look in his eyes. His hands were clenched, and he sat leaning forward as if waiting on Sam to reveal some great truth to them.

      Chasten had leaned back, and now his arms were crossed in front of him. He seemed almost disappointed in Sam.

      “Perhaps you’re asking a bit much for first-year students early in the term,” Professor Clarice said. “We could have him demonstrate his control over the Arcane Arts, and then we can let him on. He has already proven himself more than capable of grasping the theoretical aspects of the tenets.”

      Chasten regarded Sam. “I would much prefer an answer to this question.”

      Sam thought everything that he’d read about the various tenets of angulation. The zero one had always been unusual, mostly because it spoke of concentration and belief and aspects of a subject that he thought were not nearly as critical.

      “From my reading,” Sam began slowly, “belief is critical for success. If you fail to believe yourself capable, you will not succeed even if you have the power within you. From there, concentration becomes the key, but even that would fail without the necessary belief. In order to reach for any of the other aspects of angulation, one must have the necessary belief so that they can call upon the Arcane Arts in the first place.”

      It was a hodgepodge of different theories, but it all essentially solidified the concept into a singular peace. And none of it mattered to Sam.

      Belief in one’s ability was crucial for the Arcane Arts. And Sam knew that he had no ability with it whatsoever.

      “Better,” Chasten said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the table. “At least that isn’t reciting something that you’ve read. We don’t need students who won’t think critically. We need students who can challenge themselves and can find new answers.”

      “You’re challenging first-year students on the theoretical application of angulation?” the Secundum asked. “We don’t even ask that of our graduating students.”

      “I’m trying to challenge him to understand what he’s learned.” Chasten turned toward the others. He noticed that both Professor Clarice and the Secundum had a pale white glow to them as they were calling upon their Arcane Arts. It was what he saw coming from Chasten that bothered him. It was a faint green.

      Sam regarded him, squeezing the alchemy device in his hand. It was the same type of power he’d seen in the alchemy section.

      The three on the panel began to talk in hushed voices, arguing about how they were to have tested him.

      Sam stood silently.

      Surprisingly, a wall of crisscrossing white erupted in front of the three of them as they continued their debate. When it finally faded, Professor Clarice nodded at Sam. “You may go, Mr. Bilson.”

      “Is that it?”

      “We have all agreed upon your satisfactory responses. You did well, Mr. Bilson.” She smiled, and he found the Secundum nodding.

      The only one who wasn’t was Chasten, who continued to glow with a pale green light as he regarded Sam with an unnerving intensity.
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      Sam knew that he should feel excited about passing his exams, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something not quite right. He made his way through his meal that evening, trying to ignore everybody else around him. As the exams were done for everybody, there was a general sense of ribald in the dining hall.

      “Are you going to come up the city with me?”

      Sam looked up at James. “I wasn’t planning on it.”

      “Exams are done, Sam. Everybody’s heading out for the evening.”

      “I don’t know. I might just say in. I’m tired, and…”

      He wasn’t exactly sure how to tell James that he was interested in looking into something else, but maybe he should include James. He was his friend, after all, and he might need his help.

      But he didn’t want James to learn the truth about him.

      It was stupid. Sam knew that, especially as he hadn’t come here to make friends, but now that he had, he didn’t want to lose them, either. Considering he had basically James, and maybe Tara, though Sam wasn’t quite sure what to make of the connection that he had with her, he wanted to keep the friends that he had as close as possible.

      “At least, for a little while. We don’t have to end up in the plaza. Plus, you might want to end up in the plaza. I can’t say whether or not Tara is going to be there.” James looked over to where terrace and the far end of the table, eating alone. She often ate alone, Sam noticed.

      “Would you stop?” he said, shaking his head.

      James chuckled. “You haven’t told me how it went. I’m assuming you did great, as you have done great on every exam. At least considering the scores that were posted.”

      Sam frowned. He didn’t realize the scores were posted. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you have the top grade on the other tests. I suspect we’ll see the same with angulation.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Sam muttered, and he turned his attention back to his food.

      “Why is that?”

      “I had little difficulty with the line of questioning. They were asking about the zero tenet, and I got called out on something I was—”

      “You were asked about what?”

      Sam frowned at him for a moment. “It’s nothing. They were asking about advanced tenets of angulation, and I couldn’t answer them the way I suspected they wanted me to.”

      “Even still, that you are asked about advanced tenets seems to me that they knew you could handle the basic stuff. I told you about my testing.”

      Sam nodded. “You did.”

      James continued to go on about the testing, about what he had gone through, and Sam listened only halfheartedly. When he finished eating, he looked along the table and realized that most of the students had already gone. He was thankful that the chaos in the dining hall was already calming down and even more thankful that it didn’t seem as if he was going to have to deal with Gresham anytime soon.

      He got to his feet. “I’m tired, James. I think I might just get to sleep early tonight. You can go on into the city without me.”

      A look of disappointment swept across his face. “If you don’t want to go, then don’t go, but…”

      “You don’t have to feel bad going without me.

      James chuckled. “Who said I’d feel bad? Maybe bad for you. You’re going to miss out. I hear the celebrations after the first set of exams is not something to be missed.”

      Sam smiled tightly. He stacked his tray away and then wandered back out into the Academy building. He had started going back toward his room, much like he had promised James when he changed his mind and decided to go to the library. He didn’t feel like sitting in his room, much like he didn’t really feel like sitting out in the city. He didn’t want to spend the money anyway.

      He nodded to Muriel and started back toward his typical booth when he decided to look into what he had seen during his testing. Chasten and the greenish light. Though he had been placed into the tolath tower because of his ability to see colors, or presumably so, he hadn’t managed to uncover anything.

      It was getting late, near to when the library would close, and he would have to leave, though he could return when Tara showed up at his booth. She seemed on edge for some reason.

      “You didn’t go out to celebrate?” Sam asked.

      “I don’t need to go out into the city every time I pass an exam,” she said. “It’s not as if it’s that exciting.”

      “Tell that to everybody else.”

      “Everybody else gets so caught up in the exam and what it means for themselves that they forget that classes resume the next day.” She glanced at the stack of books set before him. “Well?” Tara asked.

      Sam frowned at her and looked up, not at all certain what she was getting at. “Well, what?”

      “You ask about Ferand. Did you want to go and see where he stayed?”

      “You know where he stayed?”

      She looked past him and ignored the question. “That’s a strange grouping of books you have there.”

      There weren’t many people in the Academy who would’ve recognized what Sam had pulled from the shelves, but Tara was one person who had, and more than that, she might even know why he was looking.

      “Just trying to understand something that I saw.”

      She grabbed the topmost book and started flipping through it. “These are older books. Not many people try to work their way through them.”

      Sam shrugged. “What can I say. I’m looking for a connection between the use of the Arcane Arts and various physical manifestations of the user.”

      She glanced over to him. A question flicked across her eyes before she set the book back down. “Is it true what they asked you?”

      “Is what true?”

      “During your testing on angulation. People are saying that you were asked about the zero tenet.”

      Sam nodded slowly. “It’s true. I got called out on regurgitating what I’d read from several of the books here in the library and was asked to summarize what I could about the zero tenet.”

      Tara scratched the back of her neck, clenching her jaw for a moment. “And I thought I had a hard test during my first one.” She shook her head. “It’s mostly philosophical. That is if you get behind that. Everybody who comes to the Academy has the ability to use the Arcane Arts, so the philosophical component really isn’t of interest other than to those who might one day be able to grasp it.” She looked over to him, and there was a question in her eyes now, and she did ask it. “Why would you have even bothered with it?”

      Sam debated what to answer her. He suspected that anything that he might tell her that wasn’t true she would call him out on. She was smart, and she would probably know if he was trying to deceive her anyway.

      “I was trying to understand the various tenets of angulation, and I came across several volumes discussing the zero tenet. I’d never heard of it, at least not in class, so I thought to learn more about it.”

      She laughed and glanced toward the shelves where he’d taken the books on angulation. “I bet there aren’t that many students outside of those taking advanced angulation class who even know that there is a zero tenet.”

      “Again, it’s just theoretical.”

      “Theoretical or not, I’m surprised they asked you about it. And it sounds like you got pushed on it, too?”

      “I’m not so sure that it was that topic so much as it was on the fact that I was simply regurgitating what I’d read.” He chuckled to himself. “I did the same thing with the theoretical alchemy class, and the same tester was there.”

      “Who was it?”

      “Chasten. Older man. Gray hair.”

      She frowned, shaking her head. “I don’t know him.”

      “You don’t?”

      It was Havash’s friend, but he’d also used some greenish power.

      Alchemy.

      But what if it was something different?

      “There are plenty of testers who are brought in. They’re usually those who have some experience with the Academy. Most of them live and work around Tavran. There are just so many students to test that the Academy wants to try to keep quite a few of the graduates involved. Maybe he’s some older academic who wanted to be a part of it.”

      He waited for her to ask him more about the books that he had gathered, but she didn’t. Instead, she just watched him, as if she were waiting for him to do something else.

      “Are you going to tell me more about why you were suddenly asking about Ferand, or do I have to dig it out of you?” She glanced the stack of books behind him. “ I can start to piece together some things, and knowing the rumors about Ferand as I do, I think I might have some idea of what you are looking into. Not that I can figure it all out, though. It might take asking a few more questions.

      Sam looked around him. “Do we have to do it here?”

      “It’s like that, is it?”

      Sam shrugged.

      An amused smile spread across her face. She gathered several books, stuffed them under her robes, and motioned for Sam to follow.

      He looked back at his own stack of books longingly, though he didn’t need to feel as if he was abandoning anything by going with her. Even if he left the books behind, it wasn’t as if he couldn’t come back for them. Now that he knew about the Study Hall, he could return at any point and claim whatever he wanted without asking any questions.

      They headed out of the library and into the tolath tower, where Tara paused at the landing before triggering the door leading into this Study Hall. She stepped inside, into the darkness, and Sam followed. Once inside, she sealed it closed again and turned to him. He could feel the warmth radiating off of her, and he could smell something almost minty about her.

      “Well?” she asked again.

      “Maybe we can go someplace where we can talk. I had thought maybe one of our rooms.”

      “You wanted to go to see where Ferand worked. I want to show you.”

      She grabbed his hand and started pulling him through the Study Hall.

      They headed up toward one of the classrooms when she veered off, taking a direction that Sam hadn’t gone. He had been more interested in the library, understanding the connection to the kitchen, and trying to figure out other ways of navigating the Study Hall that he hadn’t realized that there was more.

      “You’re going to need to be quiet when we step through here,” she said.

      She triggered a door, and it slid open. It was in the section of the Academy that he’d never been. There were paintings hanging along the wall, along with pale yellow alchemy lights that glowed, casting something of a gentle illumination all throughout the hallway. She raised a finger to her lips, hurrying out of the hall, and then across to a door, which she swung open. It led up a narrow staircase.

      He had climbed a dozen steps when Tara slowed, looking back at him. “This is to an older section of the Academy. Not many come this way anymore.”

      “Should we be coming this way?” he asked, nervously looking around.

      “Just come along. I had to look through one of the old maps to try to find it.”

      The stairs led impossibly high up, and when they stopped, and let out into another hallway. This was sparsely decorated. It was cold, as well. There were no lanterns here.

      “This whole section was closed off. It was once one of the faculty towers, but it was home to seven different faculty that all were banished from the Academy.” Her voice was soft, but it seemed to carry along the hall as if it didn’t care that everything should be muted. “Everything here was sealed off as if there was something about the building itself that had them turn against the Academy.”

      “Turn?”

      “They wanted power. Nobody talks about it, at least not openly, but when you mentioned Ferand, I was actually surprised that you didn’t know. It’s a fairly common story here.”

      “What story?”

      “He wanted power. They all did. And they went looking for keys to the Nighlan power, as well.” She looked back at him, and there was a hint of a smile that curled her lips. “That’s just a story, though. Most consider the Nighlan little more than stories.”

      “Not in the Barlands,” Sam said. “In the Barlands, the Nighlan are an actual threat. They keep pushing at the border of the Barlands, but it’s too hard for them to cross. It’s why people in my village were safe. Well, they were safe until Olway claimed us.”

      “You didn’t want to be annexed?”

      “Things were fine before.” Sam wouldn’t call them good, but they were definitely fine. He didn’t have to worry about anyone attacking, and he didn’t worry about soldiers coming after he or his sister, and he didn’t have to fear anything other than finding enough food to eat. Once Olway had annexed Erstan, everything changed. It became more about trying to ensure that they were serving the goals of the empire.

      “Here,” she said, stopping at the door. “I think this should be Ferand’s room.”

      She tested the door, but it didn’t come open.

      She began to glow softly, drawing upon the Arcane Arts, and Sam was tempted to ask her why he was able to see it and whether she could as well. She traced a pattern along the door, a series of angulated lines that he recognized from what he’d read in the library, but nothing that he could replicate. She pushed on it, trying to send it in to the door, but as she did, nothing changed.

      She turned back to him, shrugging. “It was worth a shot. I doubted we were going to be able to do anything here, anyway. I figured the professors had it sealed off. They wouldn’t want anybody else to come in here, especially given what had come through here before.”

      “I don’t really know what came through here before.”

      “I told you. It was a series of instructors who betrayed the Academy.”

      “Like what happened in the alchemy section?”

      “Nobody knows what happened there,” Tara said.

      “I’ve heard things.”

      And there were the comments Havash had made when he’d first come to the Academy. There was still some danger here.

      “Every so often, there are explosions, so we know that the alchemy process hasn’t been completed yet. Most claim that it was some alchemical reaction that went awry.”

      “And nobody really knows what happened?”

      “Not that anybody knows about. Or if they do, they’re not saying anything.” She shrugged. “When I was first given the hall monitor assignment, I thought it was exciting, that perhaps I could find out something. I was told I could use as much of the Arcane Arts as I needed to ensure that the space was secured. In my mind, I was going to be using my Arcane Arts to chase away some dangers, but really it’s just a few upper-level students who think to gawk, and not so much anymore.”

      “Why would you have thought it was some attack? You just said that you thought that it was some alchemical reaction that went awry.”

      “That’s the story they gave us. And at first, I didn’t believe it. The reaction from the professors was too unusual for that, as was the sudden banishment of all who used alchemy. But since I’ve been a hall monitor, and I haven’t seen anything else, I can’t help but feel as if maybe it really was just an accident. The trembling comes on from time to time, and some of the professors come down to try to secure the halls before it collapses, but not much more than that.”

      He turned the door. She hadn’t been able to open it. He remembered the door in the alchemy section and how the series of symbols had been tied to something he’d read about in the library, but he didn’t see anything like that on this door.

      “You said he wasn’t in alchemist?” Sam said.

      “Not an alchemist. He focused mostly on angulation. He wasn’t considered a professor, but he was an expert. Most of the advanced students worked with Ferand.”

      Sam looked over to her. “How long ago was it?”

      “He left about five years ago. They all did. These places have been sealed off ever since. Well, they claim that it’s been sealed off, but I found my way up here when I was in my second year, and I’ve heard other students talking about it too.”

      She tapped on the door again. There came another flare from her. Pale white light began to glow before fading. When it did, she shrugged. “Sorry. I thought that I could show you something interesting. Anyway, this is Ferand. That’s probably why you overheard one of the instructors talking about him. Because he was once with them. He betrayed the Academy, went after power he shouldn’t have, and he’s not been seen since.”

      Sam had a growing worry circling within him. Somehow, things were more connected than he’d first realized. Havash wanted him to come to the city to go into the alchemy section because he wasn’t able to do it. Ferand was somehow involved, and had been chasing the power of the Nighlan. And there was this strange device that he now wore, that he couldn’t remove.

      He needed answers, but he had no idea where he could go to get them.

      It would be easier if Havash weren’t potentially involved, but as Havash had been the one who had sent Sam here in the first place, he couldn’t help but feel as if the alchemy device he had was what Havash was after.

      And somehow, Sam is going to have to figure out why.
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      Sam was tired, but for a very different reason than when he spent the nights wandering the Study Hall. This time, he’d sat on the side of his bed, trying to pry the device from his hand, with no success. Each time that he dug his nail under it or even tried to slip the pages of a book underneath it, he felt the device squeezing against his palm, clinging on tighter.

      As the night wore on, Sam had shifted to focusing on whether he might be able to draw something else through it. Maybe he could use the strange alchemy power again. He just had to learn how to trigger it, though.

      He focused on the technique that he had done when he had faced Ferand, remembering how he had his hand curled and the energy that he had been aware of when he had done it, but even in doing that, Sam hadn’t managed to replicate it consistently. He’d gotten the greenish light to explode occasionally, but never more than that.

      He made his way through his classes in a daze, having slept barely more than a few hours and fitfully at that. He kept waking up, feeling as if there was some glowing from the alchemy device, though he was never certain of what he had felt. It didn’t feel any warmer. And he never saw any of the strange greenish light that suggested alchemy was used, which reassured him.

      Sam had taken the time to find the list of performance for each of their classes, and as James had said, Sam sat at the top of mathematics, chemistry, botany, alchemy, and surprisingly, even angulation, though he had not performed any.

      He continued scanning the list and saw Mia’s name, relieved that she sat smack in the middle of the list. She had done well. Not a failing grade by any means. She would be able to continue.

      So far, he hadn’t been able to do anything more to help ensure she continued to progress. He felt like he needed to do something more. Still, as he was the Barlands boy, as Gresham liked to call him, Sam didn’t want to do anything that would reveal to anyone else that she was tied to him. It would put her in the spotlight that she didn’t need.

      He was lost in his thoughts, and he trudged through the day. When he got to the alchemy class, James looked over to him. They were seated on the highest tier, looking down upon Havash as he arranged his items for his instruction, other students taking up their usual places at the tables. Havash hadn’t started class yet, though he was after the bell. Sam watched him, unable to get past his questions about Havash and what he really wanted with the Alchemy section.

      “You look terrible,” James said.

      “I feel terrible. I stayed up too late.”

      “Oh. I thought you didn’t feel well.”

      Sam couldn’t upset James, so he said the only thing that he knew would keep him from getting too angry with him. “I spent time with Tara.”

      James started to grin. “You know, you could have just told me that. I wasn’t going to give you a hard time about her. She’s pretty enough. She seems a little serious to me, but…” He shrugged. “I suppose if you like a serious kind of person, she would fit the bill.”

      “She’s not always serious.”

      Even that wasn’t entirely true. She was mostly serious, but she was also smart, with a quick mind, and she didn’t seem to care that he was from the Barlands.

      “You probably were better off staying in last night. I ended up standing at the side of the plaza, watching Gresham as he danced his way through most of the first-year girls, as if he doesn’t even care that he’s several years older than most of them.”

      “He was dancing with all of them?”

      “Not all. He obviously prefers those from the sharan tower, and there was one, a pretty blonde-haired girl, with bright blue eyes…” He trailed off, smiling and shaking his head. “Well, he spent a little too much time focused on her, that’s for sure.”

      That might be Mia, and it sent a wave of irritation flashing within Sam, though there wasn’t a whole lot that he could do about it.

      “How were the musicians last night?”

      “I don’t have a whole lot to compare the two. They were decent enough, and I suspect if you have a pretty girl at your side, you wouldn’t really care much for the music.” He winked at Sam. “Well, you didn’t even need musicians to have a pretty girl at your side.”

      “You’d like her. Tara that is. She’s not like your Lacey…”

      James glanced down the row of desks until his gaze settled on the back of her head. “She still doesn’t want to talk much to me. I think in time I can change that.”

      Sam nodded. “I’m sure you—”

      He didn’t get a chance to say anything more. Havash began his talk, once again going through the theoretical application of alchemy, but this time was a little different than previous classes. In the past, he had gone through the basics of alchemy, how various compounds could be mixed and joined together, creating more power than they could on their own, but today he began to speak about layering in the Arcane Arts into various compounds.

      Sam sat back, listening to Havash’s talk, and realized something about a third of the way into the lecture. He started to smile to himself.

      “What is it?” James asked, keeping his voice pitched low.

      “He’s basically using the Nelik Guide to Alchemy. It’s one of the more advanced volumes that the library has, but it speaks of alchemy in a more theoretical approach.”

      “Mr. Bilson,” Havash said, cutting off from what he was saying. “Do you have anything that you would like to share with the class?”

      Sam sat stiffly. “I’m sorry, professor. I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

      Havash glowered at him. “Then perhaps you would like to share with the class your conversation with Mr. Nevitt?”

      He licked his lips. “I’m sorry, professor. I was just…” A dozen different ideas came to his mind. He could grovel before Havash, but that would unlikely make much of a difference. Besides, Havash had brought him here. If he was going to add a level of torment to it, then Sam felt that perhaps challenging him was in order.

      He took a deep breath, drawing himself up. “I was commenting to Mr. Nevitt on how your talk reminds me of the Nelik Guide.”

      Havash fell silent for a moment. “Is that right? Well, if you are such an expert in advanced alchemy, then perhaps you would like to give the talk instead?”

      Sam regarded Havash, squeezing his hand for a moment. He felt a strange tingling in his palm as he did. It was the building of power from the alchemical device. He had to be careful and keep that controlled, but he had something that Havash wanted to know about. It gave Sam some leverage. And, seeing as how the device couldn’t come off Sam’s hand, he might be more useful than he’d first realized.

      “I wouldn’t want to detract from your talk.”

      “Oh, by all means, why don’t you come down here and continue the lecture.”

      Sam glanced over to James, who was shaking his head.

      Rather than heeding the sensible advice, Sam got up, marched down the steps, careful not to tumble. He wouldn’t want to make a fool of himself, at least any more than he already had. He had scored at the top of the year for his exams. Why shouldn’t he be proud of that?

      Havash regarded him, and he looked angry. “I was talking about the—”

      “You were discussing the elements of alchemy with the theoretical approach angulation and using the third tenet,” Sam said, nodding. “I believe it would be page twenty-three in Nelik.”

      Havash said nothing.

      Sam gathered himself, collecting his thoughts, and then treated it as if it were one more test. Perhaps it was. Havash might be using this as an opportunity to try to show others that Sam didn’t belong.

      But he did belong. At least when it came to the academic concepts.

      “I find this topic be a little too superficial when discussing what Nelik has to say on it, but seeing as how Professor Havash would have us focus on this, I will carry us through the first third of his guide. I think that perhaps mixing the theoretical approach from Yulef might be helpful.”

      If he had the classroom to give the talk, then he was going to take it.

      Sam began his lecture. It was really a matter of repeating everything that he’d read, much like he had when he had been tested, so that by the time the bell rang, he had completed an overview of two of the books he’d read in the library. It was superficial, but that was not altogether different than how Havash was giving his talks.

      The student started to file away at the bell.

      “Mr. Bilson, may I have a word,” Havash said tightly.

      James had come down from the upper level, and he looked over to Sam, worry etched in his eyes, but he passed out of the room, disappearing without a word. Havash waited until the entire class had emptied.

      He turned to Sam. “You have been spending considerable time in the library.”

      “I’m a student,” Sam said. “You made it clear that I was to act like one.”

      “For now,” Havash said.

      Sam locked eyes with him. He squeezed his hand around the alchemical device. “Am I not supposed to utilize the resources that any student would have?”

      Havash glanced toward the door. There would be another class here later, and Sam had no idea how much time they had until then.

      “No,” he said, waving his hand. “But perhaps you would be well served by focusing on the reason you are in the Academy in the first place.”

      “I have been,” Sam said.

      Havash regarded him for a long moment. “Have you?”

      Sam didn’t always have an opportunity to ask questions of Havash. That way that he thought was seated given everything that he had to uncover on Havash’s behalf.

      “What can you tell me about what happened in the alchemy section?”

      “That is what you are here to research,” Havash said, his voice quiet but harsh.

      “I need to know what is rumor and what is not.”

      “And what have you heard?”

      “I’ve heard that the alchemists had an accident. I’ve heard there was an attack. I’ve heard that people died. I’ve heard that the alchemists abandoned it. I’ve heard that—”

      “You have heard rumors,” Havash said.

      Some of that Sam had made up, but he was trying to get information out of Havash. “I’m trying to understand how much is just rumors and how much is fact. I want to know what you’re putting me into.”

      “You have a place to stay. You have food to eat. And I must say, you have taken full advantage of everything the Academy has to offer.”

      “You say that as if I should be ashamed,” Sam said.

      Havash watched him. “When you told me that you had an excellent recall, I admit I was not expecting such impressive real recollection.”

      “I’ve always been able to remember what I read,” Sam said. “It stems from needing to do so quickly.”

      “And how many books have you read in your time here?”

      Sam hadn’t kept count, but he suspected that it was somewhere in the hundreds.

      When he said as much, Havash frowned at him. “So quickly?”

      “I read fast.”

      “And you understand everything you read?”

      “Not always,” Sam admitted. “Sometimes I read, try to memorize, and work to understand it later. It’s how I have always done it, but that is tied to the fact that I don’t always have much time with the books that I have been given.”

      “Do you intend to memorize and repeat what you read in the library with my class again?”

      Sam held Havash’s gaze. “I will keep my mouth shut.”

      “Finish your task,” Havash said.

      Sam hesitated before asking the question that bothered him. “What do you want there?”

      “I want to know what happened.”

      Sam knew that wasn’t true. Havash could go down there. Ferand had been able to go down there, so there had to be some way for Havash to do the same.

      “If all you wanted me here for was to go down there, you wouldn’t have needed me. I’ve heard that other instructors have been going down to ensure the stability of the damage that occurred in the alchemy section.”

      Havash regarded him for a long moment. “Have you now?”

      Sam pushed on. “So whatever you wanted me for is something else.”

      “What do you think I wanted you for, Mr. Bilson?”

      “I don’t know. I suspect there are ways for instructors to go down into the alchemy section. Maybe you have some device you could wear that would keep the toxins from affecting you,” he went on, quickly realizing he might have said too much. Havash watched him, and Sam hurried on. “But either you didn’t want to go down below, or you were worried that somebody else might have, and he wanted to know what that might be.”

      “I’m concerned that the attack—if that’s what it was—has not fully accomplished its goal. Even more so now since I’ve been here.”

      The explosion that he’d heard. That was what worried Havash.

      “Why would they continue to attack?”

      “I don’t know. Which is why you need to keep looking into it. The alchemy section may be the best protected in the entire Academy.”

      “You think someone may have helped.”

      It was more than he’d gotten from Havash before, but then Sam had proven he could be useful.

      “Perhaps. I am curious who might be interested in the alchemy section as well,” Havash admitted.

      “I’ve seen the Secundum, Professor Clarice, and have heard about several of the other instructors going down to seal things off. They think it’s ongoing alchemy. Not another attack.”

      “Where have you heard this?”

      “From the hall monitors. And from my own observations,” Sam added, not wanting to get Tara into trouble. “I wasn’t sure if you just wanted to torment me.”

      Havash watched him. “If I wanted to torment you, I would’ve left you and Erstan.”

      Sam had started to come to that conclusion as well. He didn’t know whether he could trust Havash, but there was something that wasn’t quite right.

      “So it wasn’t an accident?”

      Havash glanced to the door again before looking over to Sam. “No.” He waved his hands, and a trail of pale white light began to build, swirling around both he and Havash. He noticed there was a pattern to it, but it was incredibly complicated. When it was completed, Havash turned his attention back to Sam. “I wasn’t sure what you might have heard. I wasn’t sure how much use you were going to be, either. You have surprised me, Mr. Bilson.” He frowned and tugged on his beard for a moment. “But it wasn’t an accident. Far from it. As far as I can tell, a dozen alchemists lost their lives. Perhaps more than that. The Academy has never had many pure alchemists, and those who remain within the Academy have done so for a very particular reason.”

      “What reason is that?”

      “Why, to protect the Academy, of course. And if there was an attack, I need to know who. And why.”

      Sam squeezed his eyes shut, trying to debate how much he was going to tell Havash. He didn’t know whether he could trust him. He didn’t know whether he even liked him.

      But Havash knew something.

      “I snuck down one night,” Sam admitted. He kept his hand clenched tightly around the device. He wasn’t going to reveal that yet. “I saw a man.”

      “Who?”

      “I didn’t recognize him. But I heard another voice. Somebody calling to him. They used a name. Ferand.”

      Havash’s eyes narrowed.

      “What I’ve been able to learn, Ferand was once an instructor at the Academy, and he and several others were banished because they were working on behalf of the Nighlan. Or at least, that’s the rumor. I don’t know how true that is, especially as most people don’t believe that the Nighlan are real or a real threat.”

      Havash cocked his head regarding Sam for a long moment. “You come from the Barlands, and you question the danger of the Nighlan?”

      Sam shook his head slowly. “No.”

      “Good. I was about to start thinking you a fool.” Havash inhaled deeply, and he leveled a heavy gaze on Sam. “If Ferand and the others were involved, they were after something. We must know what it was.”

      He squeezed his hand. He could trust Havash, but only so far. “How will we find it?”

      “Find what you can in the alchemy section. I will share what I know about Ferand. And we must do it before they strike again.”

      “Will they?”

      “If you saw Ferand in the alchemy section, then whatever he is after he has not yet managed to acquire. Perhaps the others banished with him, but perhaps something worse. There have been no Nighlan in the city—or the Academy—but if anyone could change that, it would be Ferand. Do this, and I will ensure that you stay for the entirety of the year. Beyond that, I can’t make any promises.”

      The pattern of pale white around Sam flickered, and then it faded altogether.

      Havash waved for Sam to leave.

      As he did so, he was left with questions that he had no answer for.
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      The library was relatively quiet. After having spent the last week or so with everybody preparing for exams, and the general building bustle throughout the library, having the solitude was actually somewhat calming for Sam.

      He had been searching for any information about the coloration that an Arcane Arts user would have when they were drawing upon their power. He hadn’t found anything. He had a stack of books on various aspects of the Arcane Arts, various aspects of angulation, and even some theoretical approaches to the Arcane Arts, but he hadn’t uncovered any truths within them.

      It was getting frustrating.

      Partly because he felt as if he had to dig into the answers about what had been going on and whether there was anything more here that he could find, but partly because he felt as if he should be able to find something but had not yet.

      It got to the point where he had started to question whether there was another place for him to look. Even if there was another hidden part of the library, he was still only a first-year student and would be unlikely to be given an opportunity to go there. At least while there was a librarian in place. There were other ways for him to search, and he considered trying to sneak in after hours, but he wondered if that was the best use of his time. Havash had instructed him to find answers. He had to find what Ferand might be up to before he attacked again.

      As he squeezed his hand around the alchemy device, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if he already had some sense of what Ferand was after, only he didn’t know if he could keep Ferand from chasing him down. That was a real concern now.

      He had thwarted Ferand, and he had taken the device that he wanted. How long would it be before he came after him? From what Havash had suggested, Ferand wasn’t about to let something like that pass without challenging him.

      Sam noticed a shadow moving in the library, and he looked over to see Doran moving between the stacks, replacing books.

      Sam had interacted with him somewhat over the time that he’d been in the Academy, but for the most part, Doran ignored him, the same way that most of the librarians ignore the students coming into the library. At least, they had always seemed to ignore him.

      He made his way over to Doran.

      “May I help you?” Doran said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      He didn’t look over to Sam, though. He had a stack of books on a cart, and he pushed it in front of him, grabbing one book and sliding into the shelf. He continued moving as he talked.

      “I’m looking for something that I can’t quite find.”

      “Any of the librarians may offer you some assistance,” Doran said, though the way he said it suggested that any librarian but him could offer Sam assistance.

      “I’ve been looking,” Sam admitted. “And I can’t really find what I am looking for.”

      Doran glanced in his direction for a moment. “What are you searching for?”

      Sam had to be careful with how he phrased his search, especially as he wasn’t entirely sure whether there were certain aspects of what he was looking for that were real or whether they were more imagined. At least, he started to be concerned that they might be imagined.

      “I’m looking for physical manifestations of the use of the Arcane Arts.”

      Doran stopped, resting one hand on the cart, looking over to Sam. “If you’re looking for anything on angulation, you are familiar with that section.”

      Sam hurriedly shook his head. “It’s not on angulation.” Though, he would understand why Doran would think that was what he was looking for. Angulation did involve physical manifestations of the Arcane Arts, but it was more about the physical representation of a user of the Arcane Arts. “I’m looking for something not quite as formal as that. More theoretical.”

      Doran continued frowning at him. “I’m not sure that I have anything that would be more theoretical.”

      “It doesn’t have to be completely theoretical,” he added hurriedly. “More about whether there are certain ways of determining the use of the Arcane Arts.”

      Doran lifted a book, tapping it against the side of his cheek for a moment. “I think I understand.”

      He motioned for Sam to follow, and they wound through the stacks, heading to an older part of the library, one that Sam rarely visited.

      It was known as the Annex. Sam had found that term somewhat amusing, mostly because of how Erstan had been annexed by Olway. But this was an old part of the library and had a much lower ceiling and had fewer shelves along the walls. Sam hadn’t spent much time here. These books were not all that impressive compared to so many of the others are found within the library, and considering how much he already had to search for, he had never really taken the time to come back here.

      It was separate from the restricted section. That was a small room off the front of the library situated near the librarian’s desk. Even when Sam came after hours, the room had been locked, and he hadn’t been able to figure the only way to open it.

      Doran stopped in front of a lower shelf, and he waved his hand. “What you want to find will be here.” He glanced over to Sam, a hint of amusement on his face before he strode back toward his cart and resumed shelving books.

      Why had he seemed so amused by that?

      Sam crouched on the ground in front of the stack. He began to look at the books, only to realize why Doran had looked at him with an expression of amusement in his eyes. These were beginner texts.

      He pulled one out, sitting crosslegged, and began to flip through the pages. They were meant for children. Probably for children to read before coming to the Academy.

      He smiled to himself. They were theoretical but not exactly the kind of theoretical approach that he had expected Doran to provide. They referenced the zero tenet indirectly.

      He flipped through a few pages of the book before stuffing it into the shelf and moving on to another one. He worked his way along the shelf. Physical manifestations of the use of the Arcane Arts were not all referenced. At least, not obviously.

      He had uncovered the way that users of the Arcane Arts might feel. There was euphoria, elation, pride, and other senses that they all described as coming from someone who had mastered the Arcane Arts, all tied to excitement in how they were able to reach for that power and what it meant for them.

      While Sam thought that he understood that, especially as he had never known any arcane art, the idea that was what Doran thought he was looking for seemed useless.

      There was one book that had some potential. It was an older work on alchemy, and for the most part, it seemed out of place here. The other books in the Annex were all of a similar style, and many of them seemed to be more colloquial than what he would’ve expected, certainly given his experience with the rest of the library. But this one was on alchemy.

      Sam carried it back to his booth, taking a seat and began to flip through it.

      There were certain aspects to it that struck him as familiar, especially given the way it talked about mixing the various compounds together, but there were several references he didn’t quite understand. He flagged those pages and began to flip through, trying to hide to understand what the book was referring to.

      An almanac.

      Somehow, there was some alchemy almanac that this referenced using in order for certain aspects of alchemy to be better utilize. Sam had never seen anything about alchemy almanac, though if there was some sort of compendium, something that would help him reference other aspects of alchemy, wouldn’t he want to find it?

      He grabbed for the other alchemy book that he had stacked on the desk and looked for anything within it that might provide him with answers. There was nothing. No reference to an alchemy almanac.

      He made his way over to the alchemy section. It was generally empty, especially as some of the books had been taken off the shelf, though Sam wondered if that was because of what happened in the alchemy section, or it was because there were others like him who are interested in alchemy and trying to read them, only to have the books not get returned. It would be easy enough to conceal that somebody had those books for an extended period of time, especially as no one would be interested in asking, revealing they were interested in alchemy. He grabbed several of the books, and he began to sort through them, searching for any reference to an almanac.

      He found nothing.

      He kept looking, going from book to book, before taking an older volume back to his desk. Sam had already read through it and didn’t remember any reference to an almanac, as this one was primarily related to the metalsmithing that an alchemist could perform, using the Arcane Arts in order to add various augmentations to such metalwork, but it was old enough that he thought that maybe there would be something in it that could be useful for him. Sam turned through the pages looking for something, but he found nothing.

      He sat back.

      As he looked at the other alchemy book, the references to an almanac, he wondered if there might be some key to alchemy that he could learn if he could find the almanac. What he wanted was to better understand alchemy. It seemed to him that would be incredibly useful, especially for when he had to leave the Academy.

      But if it involved the Arcane Arts, and it wouldn’t really matter to him anyway.

      Sam took the book that had been hiding in the Annex, and he carried it under his arm, tucking it beneath his robe. He left the other books behind.

      He nodded to Muriel, once again sitting at the desk near the entrance to the library, and kept his arm pressed against his side as he carried the book.

      As he neared the door, a worried thought came to him. What if they had some arcane art technique that allowed them to determine what he was doing, and how he was carrying the book? He tensed as he went to the door, and he took a few steps, glancing back the library, and waited, half expecting that Muriel or one of the librarians would chase him.

      No one came after him.

      Sam hurried to his room, stuffing the book beneath his mattress, sitting for a moment. He had to stay focused on what Havash asked of him, though. Sam had a hard time with that. For all he knew, Ferand was coming after him.

      He looked down at the alchemy device still stuck on his hand. The metal hadn’t changed. It hadn’t seemed to impact him in any other way, either, and it didn’t hurt. Then again, Sam hadn’t tried to draw upon that power all that much, either. If there was something within the device that would help him, he thought that he needed to continue working with it, trying to understand what it was, but so far, he felt as if there was nothing.

      If Ferand were going to come after him again, Sam wanted to be ready. He needed to have some mastery of the device.

      That meant practicing.
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      Sam had gone through the week in a blur. He had been attending classes, but he had mostly kept to himself, drawing the notice of James, who had made a point of asking why he had stopped speaking up in angulation, or why he didn’t push during mathematics. He didn’t challenge Sam on why he didn’t speak up against Havash again. Given what happened the last time, Sam didn’t need Havash getting any angrier with him.

      Alchemy had been fairly consistent, though. Havash had continued to report through the same textbook that Sam had called him out on, but Sam just didn’t have the energy to challenge him anymore. At this point, it seemed easier for him to sit back quietly and no longer trouble Havash with his alchemy studies. It was still high level and still relatively basic.

      He had started to wonder what classes might’ve been like before the attack, and so he had caught Tara one time after the evening meal in the dining hall. It might be better for him to catch her at another time, even within the Study Hall, but he’d not managed to find her so far.

      “What is it?” she asked, though she didn’t look up from where she sat alone at the table.

      Sam was tempted to take a seat next to her, but that would definitely raise questions. “Can you meet me later?”

      She frowned at him and snorted. “You’re bound and determined to get people talking, aren’t you?”

      “I just have a question for you.”

      She held her gaze on him for a moment and nodded. “Later. I will find you.”

      He had taken a seat at the table again, only to have James looking over at him, shaking his head. “Things aren’t going so well between the two of you, I take it?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I saw the way that she was looking at others.”

      Sam hadn’t paid any attention to it, but then again, these days, he was not paying much attention to that much to begin with. He was hyper-focused on this one task, growing increasingly concerned that Ferand might come after him.

      All Sam had to protect himself was the device. He needed somebody to help him, but he had a strange niggling desire to keep the alchemy device to himself.

      He had been working with it over the last week, testing the power. While he didn’t feel as if he had any real mastery of it, there was certainly power to be had. Sam could focus, twist his hand in specific patterns, and he could cause a burst of power out of it. That seemed to be one use of it, but what if there were others?

      If so, then he might be able to use it and draw upon even more power. Power that he shouldn’t even have. It was almost as if he had access to the Arcane Arts.

      While Sam knew it wasn’t the same, the idea he might have access to something similar seemed almost impossible to believe.

      “Are you going to be in the library tonight?” James asked.

      Sam looked up, having been lost in his thoughts, and wondered how much James had been asking him while he lost his focus.

      “I might,” Sam said.

      He still had quite a bit that he needed to learn about the reason behind the colors. Green seemed to matter. Maybe that was alchemy, though given that he had not seen any other alchemists, he couldn’t confirm that. White was the Arcane Arts, but what if there were other colors? Sam still didn’t know why he saw them in the first place.

      Maybe it was just growing up around Mia and having known her power his entire life, knowing that there was nothing that he could do like it, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe there was something useful to it.

      “Maybe I should join you,” James said. “Seeing as how we’re going to have to keep studying. The next exam isn’t that far away.”

      “Next one?”

      “The midterms. It’s the most important one until we get to the end of the year.” He looked up at Sam, and he shrugged. “Though you don’t seem to be too concerned about it. Others get more excited about the possibility of being sent from the Academy as a disappointment. Not only for us but for our families, too.”

      “My family won’t be disappointed if I don’t stay at the Academy,” Sam said.

      James chewed on a roll. “Won’t you be disappointed?”

      “Seeing as how I wasn’t even expecting to be here in the first place, I…” He trailed off, looked over to James, and forced a smile. “It’s just that when I reached my seventeenth birthday, I wasn’t expecting to be selected.”

      James nodded. “I understand. I’m a year older than most people at our level, so I can’t even imagine what it’s like for you.” James’s eyes widened slightly. “Sorry. I’m not trying to say you’re old.”

      “Thanks?”

      “Besides, she doesn’t seem to mind,” he said, looking down the table and toward Tara.

      Sam chuckled. “She is mostly interested in…”

      The problem was that Sam didn’t know what Tara was mostly interested in.

      He wouldn’t have thought that she would be interested in him, but she didn’t seem to be offended by the fact that he had wanted to spend time with her, nor did she seem to be bothered by the fact that he had asked her to meet him. In fact, she had seemed almost happy about it.

      “I think she’d just happy to have somebody willing to study with her,” James said, lowering his voice. “She’s pretty serious.”

      “You said that before.”

      “It doesn’t make it any less true,” James said.

      “I’m sure she just wants to do well.”

      “With her parents? Of course she does.” When Sam turned and frowned at him, James shrugged. “What? You don’t know?”

      “What about her parents?”

      “Well, her parents are fairly visible within Tavran. Her mother once served on the council but lost her spot. It’s all pretty political. You have to make alliances, and if you have others that build up against you, it is easy enough to lose your slot to somebody else.”

      “Who did she lose it to?” Sam asked, looking over Gresham. He was sitting at the sharan table, a group of students sitting around him, laughing. He looked like he was a king surrounded by his court.

      “Not him,” James said, shaking his head. “At least, I don’t think so? He’s been on the council for a long time, so he didn’t necessarily take her mother’s position, but he might have been behind the one who did.”

      “It seems far too complicated for me,” Sam said, shaking his head and turning his attention back to his food.

      “Well, once you graduate from the Academy, and you get your apprenticeship with the council, you’re going to feel differently.”

      “I’m not sure that’s what I want.”

      “You might not have much of a choice.”

      Sam looked up at him. “What do you mean?”

      “They draft those with the most potential. And it’s possible that they won’t give you much of a choice. Though I have a hard time thinking that anybody would say no when the council come calling. Why wouldn’t you want to serve on the council? It gives you a chance to help administer Olway.”

      Sam finished his food and nodded to James before getting to his feet.

      “What did I say?”

      “You didn’t say anything,” Sam said. “I just realized I needed to get back to my studies.”

      “There’s another free night coming up. We can go out to the city.”

      Sam glanced over to Tara before turning back to James. “Maybe.”

      James sniffed. “It’s already happening,” he said dramatically. “You’re leaving me so soon.”

      “Leaving you?”

      “For her.”

      Sam snorted. “I didn’t say that either.”

      “You don’t have to come,” James said, picking up a roll and hiding his smile behind it. “Go on with you. I might need some time to myself, anyway.”

      Sam picked his way back to his room before deciding otherwise and heading into the Study Hall. This was where he had been spending quite a bit of his time lately, though not to spend it with Tara so much as he was trying to use it for him to practice. He could draw upon the power of the alchemy device without drawing any notice.

      He wandered through the tunnels, pausing in one dead-end section, where he began to focus on the patterns that he had to form with his hand in order for him to trigger the power within the alchemy device.

      He needed a better name for it. He was sure whoever had made it had some name. Exploder? Green bomb? Destroyer of Ferand?

      Sam liked that one, so maybe he would just call it the destroyer, though he hoped that maybe there was something more to it than just destruction. It seemed to him that it would be a waste of power if all it could do was destroy.

      He sat down and began to focus, trying to work through various ways of triggering it, when he noticed something down the hallway. At first, it seemed like a pale white glowing, but as he turned his attention to it, he realized that wasn’t it at all.

      A pale greenish glowing.

      It was subtle. He got to his feet, clutching his hand around the device, before making his way down the hallway, heading toward the source of light he’d seen.

      It was the same green he had seen when he had been in the alchemy section and had been attacked by Ferand. Did that mean Ferand was here, coming after him?

      Sam squeezed his hand around the device, focusing on the pattern that he might need. He had no idea if it was going to be effective, but he had to be ready. There weren’t many places that he could go here anyway. He had to go forward get back out.

      He moved carefully.

      It seemed as if the pale greenish light faded the further that he went.

      Maybe he hadn’t seen anything and all. Or perhaps it was tied to his use of the device in the first place. That might explain what had happened.

      Sam paused.

      He looked along the hall and realized it did seem to be glowing with the pale green light up ahead, though as he approached, noticing the intersection that would lead him toward the kitchen—or the alchemy section, he decided—he saw the glowing further along the hall.

      It seemed as if the greenish light was trailing all the way down toward the kitchen.

      Not toward the alchemy section.

      Okun and the others in the kitchen could be in danger.

      Sam hurried forward, keeping his hand clenched around the device. When he reached the door that would lead them into the kitchen, he paused for a moment and then triggered it to open.

      He backed away, half expecting that there would be something there to attack him, but he saw nothing. He held his hand up, preparing to trigger the device, but the closet was empty. Sam stepped forward and looked around the inside before pulling the door closed behind him.

      He didn’t see anything, certainly nothing to explain what might be here.

      There were bags of grain, jars of fruit, and other supplies set inside. He leaned his head up against the door, listening to the sounds of the kitchen. He hadn’t been to visit Okun in a while, ever since he had gotten focused on his studies.

      Sam poked his head out of the door, looking around the kitchen. He heard the sound of voices, kitchen workers, but he didn’t see Okun in his usual station.

      “Getting awfully tired of so much food going to waste,” one of the kitchen workers said.

      “What do you expect? They’re all so spoiled. None of them know what it’s like to not have a full belly.”

      They laughed a bit.

      There was a time when Sam would have laughed along with them, especially as he had known an empty belly for so long before coming to the Academy, but since he had been here, Sam hadn’t even paid any attention to how he ate when he was hungry, skipped meals when he wasn’t, and generally didn’t have to worry about food. It was a stark reminder of where he had come from.

      They were saying something else, but Sam pulled the door closed. He wasn’t going to interrupt their conversation. He might not have fit in when he had first come to the Academy, especially as he didn’t really know his place, and Okun had welcomed him, but now…

      Sam didn’t feel as if he fit in there. They might still welcome him, but he was a member of the Academy. At least for now.

      Sam leaned his back against the wall, and he stayed there for a little while.

      When he did, he squeezed his hand around the device. There was somebody else in the Academy. He was certain of it. And more than that, he was certain that Ferand was after him and the device.

      He triggered the door leading out into the Study Hall and headed along the hallway, seeing no sign of the greenish light anywhere, nothing to suggest that somebody was still here.

      He paused at the door leading down to the alchemy section before triggering it. It slid back with a soft whisper, and Sam glanced down, checking to make sure that there was no sign of the greenish light down below. When he was convinced that there was nothing, he started down the stairs. He held his hand along the wall, tracing along stone that seemed to grow cooler until it suddenly flipped, getting warmer once again. It felt as if he were descending down into the bowels of the earth, but he kept his gaze fixed straight ahead of him, worried that he was going to see that greenish light again.

      There was no sign of it.

      Sam paused at the bottom of the stairs, and then triggered the door into the alchemy section.

      He hesitated for a moment. It was empty. He hadn’t returned here since running from Ferand, and as far as he knew, Ferand didn’t know that he had access to the Study Hall, though if he had been in the Academy, it was very possible that Ferand knew about the Study Hall, and might even know how to navigate through it.

      Sam wandered through the common area, finding it empty, before making his way along the hall. The doors had a strange sticky coating over them that Sam knew to avoid, and he reached the door at the end of the hall that Ferand had come through, but didn’t see anything around it. He glanced the other direction, taking his way to the room where the device had been, and triggered the symbols on it quickly, before the door slid open.

      Once inside, he looked around. It looked as if there had been a battle in here, and considering how he had fought with Ferand, that wasn’t surprising. But it was otherwise empty. There were no items here that would draw Ferand’s attention. The only thing that he had been after was this device.

      Sam squeezed his hand.

      This alchemy section had hidden it. Protected it.

      And then Sam had come and opened the door, revealing its presence?

      No. He’d expected the door to be open.

      Someone else had been coming through here then. Ferand wasn’t working on his own.

      Sam stepped out into the main hallway, closing the door behind him, and headed to the common room, when he realized that he wasn’t alone. A figure stood in the door leading back to the Study Hall.

      Sam tensed, readying the device, when he realized who it was. “Tara?”
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      Tara stepped toward him.

      Sam noticed that she had pale white glowing around her face as if she had used Arcane Arts in some way to seal off the potential poisoning that might exist in the alchemy section. She was looking around, standing somewhat timidly in the doorway.

      “It’s okay,” Sam said. “You can come out here.”

      She turned her attention to him. There was a brightness in her eyes, mixed with anger that seemed to burn. “What are you doing down here?” she asked, her voice somewhat muffled, though not nearly as muffled as what Ferand’s voice had been like when he had been here. Her voice managed to carry through whatever power she’d used around her face.

      “I was looking at something,” he said.

      As he did, he realized how this would appear. He didn’t have on any sort of protection. He wasn’t supposed to be in the alchemy section. More than that, the alchemy section was supposed to be dangerous for somebody like him. And for somebody like Tara.

      “How are you able to stand it?”

      There were a couple of options here, and Sam tried to decide which way he was going to go with it. He could tell her that it wasn’t toxic to somebody with the Arcane Arts, but Sam didn’t know whether that was true or not.

      The other option was telling her the truth.

      And then…

      He had no idea what she might do, no idea how she might respond to him, and more than that, he had to worry that she would be disappointed in him. He had come to appreciate the time that he’d spent with Tara, finding a kindred spirit of sorts with her.

      But he didn’t want to lie to her.

      “We can go somewhere else to talk,” he said hesitantly.

      She nodded and stepped out of the alchemy section, up the stairs, with Sam following behind. As he triggered the door closed again, he paused for a moment, watching for any sign of greenish light, but didn’t see anything. The only greenish light that he had seen lately had come from the alchemy device that he carried with him.

      He found Tara waiting for him at the top of the stairs, one hand resting on the wall. She seemed as if she were worried that he might run off, though truth be told, he was tempted to do so.

      He tried to think of different ways that he might be able to spin it so that it wouldn’t upset her, but anything that he came up with ran the risk of her getting even angrier when she learned the truth about him.

      There was no choice but to tell her the truth.

      Sam breathed out heavily. When he reached the top of the stairs, he triggered the door to close, and then looked to Tara. She had removed the protection around herself, but she glowed with a pale white light suggesting that she was still calling upon the energy of the Arcane Arts.

      “Well?” she snapped.

      “You want to have that conversation here?”

      “I don’t know. I think of two of us need to have a conversation somewhere. And seeing as how there isn’t anybody else in the Study Hall, I—”

      “You told me that there were others that were coming in and out of the Study Hall, so maybe we should find someplace quiet.”

      She frowned at him, but she spun, storming off, and wandered through the narrow passageways. She didn’t turn the way he expected. He thought that maybe she would lead them back to one of the rooms, to the tolath tower, and someplace there, but instead, she guided him toward the dead-end section where he had been before.

      It reminded him of what he had seen, though perhaps it shouldn’t.

      She crossed her arms, watching him. “Go ahead.”

      “Where do you want me to start?”

      “Why don’t we start with why you decided you needed to go down into the alchemy section? You obviously have an interest in alchemy.”

      Sam didn’t look away from her irritation. “I do. Before I came to the Academy, I was working with a minor alchemist. I couldn’t really help him with a whole lot, but I thought that I could learn about some of the uses of alchemy so that when I leave the Academy, I have options.”

      She frowned at him. “What do you mean you have options? I saw your scores. You did better on your exams than anybody has done for several years.”

      Sam hadn’t known that, and for a moment, he felt a surge of pride, but it was misplaced pride, he knew. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “After the year is up, I’m not going to be in the Academy any longer.”

      “I never took you for somebody who lacked confidence,” Tara said, sounding disappointed.

      He hated that her words stung.

      “It’s not a lack of confidence,” Sam protested. “It’s a practicality.” He took a deep breath and held her gaze. She really was lovely, but there was anger that surged in her eyes now as if he had somehow betrayed her. And perhaps he had. “I don’t have any ability with the Arcane Arts.”

      She started to laugh. “You mean you don’t have much experience with it.”

      “No. I don’t have any ability with it.” Sam wasn’t exactly sure how much to share with Tara, but if he had to leave, then having somebody like Tara in the Academy who could keep an eye on his sister might be helpful.

      He had to trust her. It was hard, though. Harder than he had expected.

      Sam hadn’t expected to come to the Academy and want to stay. Having had the success he had while he was here, and having been able to prove he could handle the rigor of the studies, had left him wishing that maybe there would be a way for him to remain in the Academy.

      “I told you that I came from the Barlands. It wasn’t just me that was there. I have a sister.”

      “So?”

      “My sister has an ability with the Arcane Arts. We’d been begging, essentially, trying to find scraps when we could. But she always had an ability.” Sam turned away, not wanting to meet Tara’s eyes. “I wanted nothing more than you give her the opportunity to come to the Academy and prove she belonged here. So when Havash came through our village, I forced him to test her.”

      “You forced him?”

      Sam looked up, and some of the irritation in her gaze and softened. “She used her ability to hold his wagon in place. She couldn’t hold it for very long, or she couldn’t before we came here, but it was enough to convince Havash to test her. And from there…”

      “I think you’re missing something.”

      “Which is?”

      “He obviously tested you and found something in you.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t have any ability with the Arcane Arts,” Sam said, letting out a soft and shaky breath. “My sister was getting injured during the testing. At least, that’s how it seemed to me. I sort of attacked him.” When she said nothing, Sam took that as his cue to keep talking. “It looked like she was dying. I don’t know what he was doing, but it wasn’t like any testing that I had ever read about. Then again, finding accurate stories about the testing process had been difficult.”

      “It isn’t meant to harm anyone. It’s merely a matter of demonstrating whatever you’ve learned. If she knew how to pause the wagon, that should have been enough. Kal knows that is an impressive use of the arcane years all by itself, especially in somebody who hasn’t had any training.” She snorted. “It suggests strength.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “You had to have known that she had talent, though.”

      “We always knew that she had an innate talent, but people simply don’t come out of the Barlands and end up in the Academy.”

      She shook her head, and now was more confusion crossed her brow. “Havash would’ve known that she had some ability. Especially if she accomplished what you say she did.” Tara glanced at him, and Sam nodded. “And if he was coming to the Academy anyway, it would have made sense for him to bring somebody with potential. So I don’t know that your sister ever was not going to pass his testing.”

      “So he used me,” Sam said. He snorted. “That bastard.”

      “What do you mean he used you?”

      Sam motioned along the hallway. “I’m here because of the alchemy section. What happened to it. He wanted me to look into it. I was supposed to become a student, watch from the inside, and observe whether any other students or faculty made any attempt to get down into the alchemy section. I was trying to see what was down there—”

      “That was you,” she said. “You snuck down the hall.” She tapped him in the chest with one finger, and she managed to add a hint of the Arcane Arts to it so that it took Sam’s breath away. “I’ve chased plenty of students away from the lower level, but most of them were just wanting to sneak down to see if it really is as dangerous as the Grandam claims. But you lingered longer than most.”

      “I was just trying to see what was down there. Then when I learned about Study Hall, I found a new way down. I started to explore it when Ferand broke in. I think the explosions that we’ve heard, along with everything else, has been him searching for something.” He held his hand out, opening his palm to show her the device. “This.”

      She leaned forward and touched the device in his palm. Her hand was warm, but when her finger traced along the alchemy device, it started to tingle, and it began to hurt.

      “It’s alchemy,” she breathed out. “What does it do?”

      “Near as I can tell, it just blasts a greenish light.” Sam turned away from her, focused on the pattern, and he triggered it, sending an explosion of greenish light blasting outward. “See?”

      “What am I supposed to see? All I saw was you making some movement with your arm.”

      Sam looked over to her and frowned. “You don’t see any green light?”

      “Light?”

      Sam stepped back, regarding her for a moment. “Do you see anything around anyone using the Arcane Arts?”

      “Other than them using angulation?”

      Sam saw that, but he saw more than that as well. “Is it possible to see colors around the user of the Arcane Arts?”

      She frowned at him. “What are you going on about now? And how does this have anything to do with what you were sent here to do?”

      Sam shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe nothing.”

      Could it be that she couldn’t see it?

      And why could he?

      She grabbed his hand again, and she pried his fingers back, working her hand around the device as if she were trying to pull it free from his palm. She continued to trace a pattern across his hand, and it tingled every time that she did it.

      “It doesn’t come off,” she said.

      “I know,” Sam said. “And it hurts when you do that, so please stop.”

      She quickly withdrew her hand. “I’ve heard of alchemy devices that link to a user. Not anything quite like this, but…” She looked up at him. “And you say that it creates some sort of burst?”

      “A burst of greenish energy. I can see it when I do it. And it worked against Ferand when he was in the alchemy section.”

      “So you went down there thinking that you might find Ferand again? I never took you for a fool. I thought you were smart.”

      “Havash thinks he’s going to come after me. Well, he didn’t say it quite like that, but he thinks that whatever Ferand is after isn’t done. And that he won’t give up until he finds it.”

      “And you think this is what you wanted.”

      “I can show you where it was.”

      She looked past him, down the hall, before shaking her head. “I think… I think I could do without that.”

      Sam shrugged. “Whatever you want. I’m just saying that I can show you what Ferand was after.”

      “Why did you go back there tonight, then?”

      “I thought I saw… Well, I don’t know if anything different I saw. It wasn’t there. Ferand wasn’t there.”

      “So you were after him again?”

      “Havash told me I could stay the rest of the year if I help him figure this out.” He shrugged for a moment. “The longer I stay in the Academy, the more likely I will be prepared for when I leave. My sister is going to be fine, especially now that I’ve seen that she is progressing well. I wasn’t sure.”

      “You mentioned your sister, but I haven’t seen you talking to anyone else other than James.”

      “Once everybody learned about from the Barlands, I figured it was probably safest for her to keep her own connection to the Barlands secret.”

      “Which tower?”

      “Sharan.”

      She breathed out. “You probably made the right decision. Still, I’m not happy with that.”

      “I just have to figure out as much as I can about what Ferand might be after and get that back to Havash. That’s how I’m going to stay.”

      “Fine. I’m going to help.”

      Sam frowned, eyeing her carefully. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I was here when the alchemy tower exploded. If there was an attack, I want to know about it. It means they’ve been misleading us. And besides, I think you’re wrong.”

      There was so much about what he had been telling her that could be wrong, but he didn’t think so. “And what am I wrong about?”

      She grabbed his hand, holding it up. There was a tingling where she touched and then pain once more when she tried to pry the device free from his hand. “About you. And I’m determined to prove it. For you to use a device like this. True alchemy. You have to have some ability with the Arcane Arts.”

      “I think I would’ve known.”

      “Right. And weren’t you the one to answer the question on the zero tenet?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Well, you believe you don’t have any ability with the Arcane Arts. I believe I do. That’s the basis of power.” She tapped on his hand, and once more surge of pain came coursing through him. “And I’m telling you this device means you might. I’m not saying that it does, only that it’s possible. And that’s a start.” She shrugged. “So. Where do you want to begin?”

      He frowned. “I want to show you where Ferand broke in and get your opinion on it. And maybe even show you where the device was too.” She frowned, and Sam shrugged. “Because based on what you are saying, you don’t have anything to fear in the alchemy section either.”

      She glowered at him.

      “I don’t like your logic.”

      “But it is logic, isn’t it?”

      “It is, but it raises another question.”

      It came to Sam quickly. “If the alchemy section isn’t dangerous, then why would they have told the students that it was?”

      “Exactly. And who else is working with Ferand?”
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      He and Tara had spent the last few nights wandering through the Study Hall, though Sam hadn’t found anything new. Several nights he’d uncovered a faint glowing greenish light, but it was only he who saw it, and by the time he caught up to where he thought he had seen it, there was nothing.

      Tara believed he saw it, even if she didn’t have any explanation as to how he had. She’d been spending time in the library during the daytime looking for possibilities, looking for the fact that maybe there was something there that would reveal how he had seen something, but she hadn’t been any more successful than him.

      For his part, Sam had dived into looking into alchemy made with Arcane Arts.

      Everything he read suggested that Tara was right. Using alchemy created with Arcane Arts required somebody to have some connection to the Arcane Arts. Did that mean that he did?

      Tara gathered a stack of books, and she stopped near his booth, leaning down. “This is everything that I’ve found that has to do with visualization of the use of the Arcane Arts, and there’s nothing here.”

      “I haven’t found anything, either,” he said.

      “It’s unfortunate. If you can see something, it might be useful.” She set the books down and looked around the inside of the library. She started to glow with a pale white light.

      “There,” Sam said. It had become something of a game with her, where she tested him on whether or not he could prove that he had some connection to seeing the Arcane Arts.

      “I thought I would squeeze past you this time,” she said.

      “It’s obvious when somebody is doing it,” Sam said. “It’s how I knew that Gresham was going to attack me.”

      “He attacked you with the Arcane Arts? Was he in the middle of a game, or was this—”

      “In the library,” Sam said.

      She clenched her jaw and shook her head. “He really gets under my skin. He knows he’s not supposed to use Arcane Arts against other students, not unless it’s in a structured environment, with an instructor supervising, and even then, he has far more experience than you.”

      “Well, considering I don’t have any ability—”

      “Would you stop? Even you have started to question whether that’s true.”

      He couldn’t deny it. He might not fully believe it, not yet, but he was starting to question whether he might be able to use the Arcane Arts. If so, then maybe he would truly be able to stay in the Academy. He could see from Tara’s watching him that was her intention for him as well.

      “We’re not getting anywhere,” she said. “And I’m getting stir crazy. I think we need to go.”

      “Go where?” It was still too early to head into the Study Hall. They typically waited until after most students had settled into their rooms, which gave them more access to the Study Hall so that they didn’t have to worry about somebody coming across them moving in the hidden passageways.

      “It’s midmonth.”

      It took Sam a moment to realize what she was getting at. “You want to go out into the city?”

      “I figured the two of us could. Unless you don’t want to be seen with me.”

      Sam shook his head hurriedly. “That’s not it. I’m happy to go with you. It’s just…”

      She grabbed his hand, pulling him out of the booth. He looked longingly at the stack of books, and she laughed. “You remind me of me when I was first year.”

      “Only you were a little more talented.”

      “Only a little,” she said and dragged him to the library.

      She nodded to the von as they made their way through the library and then out into the main hallway. Other students were gathering to head out, and Sam realized that Tara still hadn’t released his hand. He wasn’t about to pull away, either.

      “I never really cared to go out into the city when I was in my first year,” Tara said, leaning over to him. “Even now, I don’t always go out. It seems like there’s something more to do, but…”

      Sam looked over to her and found her staring straight ahead. She still hadn’t released his hand. He smiled to himself.

      “Sam. I didn’t think that you would…”

      He looked over to see James slowing as he came up behind them. His eyes widened as he looked to Tara, to where Sam was holding Tara’s hand, and then he started to grin.

      “What are the two of you going to be doing tonight?”

      “Shut up,” Sam said. “Do you want to join us?”

      “I wouldn’t want to get in the way.”

      Sam glanced over to Tara. “Would he be in the way?”

      “Of what?”

      Sam turned to James. “See? Of what.”

      “How about I catch up with you both at the plaza?” He winked at Sam. “I’m going to see if I can convince someone to dance with me tonight.”

      He skipped down the steps, and Sam could only shake his head.

      “You have a strange friend,” Tara said.

      “I didn’t have many options, but he’s a good person. He means well.”

      She glanced over. “I know what it’s like.”

      “What what is it like?”

      “The tolath tower is isolating. It gets worse when people start falling away. My closest friend in my first year didn’t make it. And then I had a couple of others who left after the third year.” She shrugged. “Now I spend most of my time by myself. I’ve thrown myself into my studies. You would think that as one of the older students—” Tara glanced over at Sam before grinning. “Or one of the older level students? Either way, you would think that I wouldn’t have any trouble being able to connect with some of my other classmates, but the towers really separate us.”

      “I don’t understand why they place us in different towers anyway.”

      “Apparently, that’s something I learn after I finish,” she said, waving her hand with irritation. “It has something to do with potential and what access you have, but if there was once any difference, there isn’t anymore. Nowadays, we all take the same classes, study together, and learn the same topics. So it seems a little ridiculous to me that we would be separated like that.”

      “What would you prefer they do?”

      “I don’t know. It seems to me you could stuff everybody into a single tower and have each year stay in one. At least that way we wouldn’t have these artificial divisions.”

      “Other than by year.”

      She shrugged. “I suppose.”

      “And then I wouldn’t have gotten to know you.”

      He looked over to her and found her staring straight ahead, a hint of red filling her cheeks.

      They headed out of the Academy. From there, they crossed the garden and then out into the street outside. Most of the students were hurrying toward the plaza where the typical market and music were set up as if to draw students—and their coin—away from the Academy.

      Tara turned the opposite direction, pulling on his hand. “I thought that maybe we could go this way,” she suggested.

      “I haven’t spent much time in the city, to be honest.”

      “I figured as much.”

      As they wandered along the street, they passed several common shops. A stationary store, with stacks of paper, pens, different colored inks, all displayed in the window. Sam glanced back toward the Academy, and she nodded to him.

      “Most of the shops around the Academy tend to cater to the Academy’s needs. I doubt you’re going to find too many stores like this too far away.”

      There were several different seamstresses, tailors, and other similar shops. He found a bakery, which he thought was surprising given how there was all the food that he could potentially eat within the Academy, but as he paused at the window, the level of skill in the decoration of the pastries and cakes was incredible.

      “Are you hungry?”

      “I used to be,” Sam said.

      Tara watched him with a strange look on her face. “That’s not an answer.”

      “When we lived in the streets, I was always hungry. We had to beg for scraps, search for anything that we could find, and we usually went hungry unless I could run enough errands to secure pennies that would pay for something more substantial.” He shook his head. “I never would’ve dreamed of anything like that.”

      “I imagine they cost more than a few pennies,” she said.

      Sam smiled. “Probably, but I now have several silvers.”

      “You haven’t spent them?”

      He looked over to her. “I don’t know where I’m going to be in a few months. I want to have some way of supporting myself. And if it comes to begging again, it would be easier to start with something than nothing.”

      “You could ask for help.”

      “If it comes down to whether or not I have any real talent, there might not be a whole lot anyone can do for me.”

      “I’m not anyone, you know.”

      He looked over at her. It was his turn to flush. “Why would you want to keep somebody in the Academy who doesn’t have talent?”

      She frowned at him, chewing on her lip for a moment. “I’ve been in the Academy for four years. I came when I was thirteen. Young,” she said, nodding. “And I felt it. I was talented. Everybody told me that. But when it came to the Academy, everybody was talented. At least they were when it came to the Arcane Arts. I quickly learned that not everybody was willing to put in the necessary work.” She turned away from him. “Most people are content to just use the patterns and angulation that they learn. That’s all they think there is to the Arcane Arts. Others are more interested in chasing girls.”

      “Did Gresham chase after you?”

      Her face wrinkled in irritation. “If he would’ve chased, I would have run the other way. Or attacked.” She breathed out slowly and turned to look back at the window. “But I found something in the library. I found answers. And there haven’t been many people who felt the same way. Any, really,” she said. She turned back to him. “Until you.”

      “I’ve always enjoyed books. We didn’t have any at home. We had a school that came through a couple of times a month, and he brought books for us to read, but I could never keep them for very long. And the alchemist I worked with would have access to books, though he never trusted me to look at any of them. I had to steal moments to read. That’s how I got to be a fast reader.”

      “Are you telling me that you read everything you pulled off the shelves?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “You take five or six books a day.”

      He shrugged. “So?”

      She shook her head and chuckled. “I think that even if you wanted to leave the Academy, they aren’t going to let you. A mind like yours can’t go to waste. They could even put you to work in the library.”

      That wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. And it would keep him connected to the Academy.

      They hadn’t gone very far further down the street when he noticed an enormous storefront. It was larger than any of the others they’d passed, and there was something strange about it. He noticed a pale light emanating from inside.

      “What’s this?” he whispered.

      “Oh, this is Belianrash’s Alchemy shop. He was something of a local celebrity about ten years ago. He developed a new way of merging metals, and it proved popular for a while. He has several shops like that throughout the city, though none are as large as this one.”

      Sam stopped in the window. There were dozens of different items made out of a white-looking metal, different shapes, some of them like lanterns, some of them sculptures, and some of them simpler like bowls or pots.

      But it was the back of the building that caught his attention. It was glowing softly.

      “Do you see anything back here?”

      “Other than the lanterns? No. It’s too late. He closes the shop when the Academy let’s students out into the city. I think the instructors have convinced him to. They wanted to make sure that the students don’t get into trouble by getting access to alchemy that they aren’t supposed to yet.”

      “What was it like when you were able to learn alchemy?”

      “I only took the basics. It was similar to what we now learn in chemistry and botany, but there was more of a mixing of different elements, and in my second year, we started to learn how to apply various patterns of angulation to it. Then the third year…” She shook her head.

      “That’s the one the attack happened.”

      “The accident.”

      “Or attack,” Sam said.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, but I do know that losing the lessons on alchemy has changed the dynamics within the Academy. It feels like we’re missing out on something.”

      “Have they said when students will be able to resume studying alchemy?”

      “I don’t think they’re going to share.”

      “I see a greenish light in the back of the shop.”

      She frowned, pushing her head forward and straining her eyes. “So you think the greenish light that you’ve been seeing around the Academy is from alchemy?”

      “Either that, or it’s tied to a specific alchemist. Do you think that he would have ties to Ferand?” Sam asked, pointing up at the sign.

      Though he had seen Chasten using a greenish light.

      She started to smile. “If you met him, you’d understand why that sounds ridiculous.”

      “And you have?”

      “He came and gave few talks at the Academy during my first year. He…” She smiled. “Let’s just say that he is more flamboyant and interested in wealth than anything else.”

      “Unless that’s all for show.”

      She laughed again. “I sincerely doubt it.”

      They wandered a little while, and she pointed out other sights within the city, guiding him around, and after a while, they started to make their way toward the plaza. Sam caught glimpses of the Academy in the distance, so he knew when they were making their way back toward the other students, towards James, and away from their chance to continue the conversation.

      It was easy with Tara. Comfortable.

      As they neared the plaza, the music started to pick up, and she looked over to him. “We could just go back to the Academy if you want.”

      “Or we can keep wandering the city.”

      She started to smile when a voice called out to them.

      “What do we have here?”

      Tara stiffened. “Gresham. I’m surprised you’re not out there with a few different girls you’re trying to take advantage of.”

      He started to laugh. “Take advantage of? I would never do that. I’m just trying to help some of the new students see what the city has to offer.”

      Sam looked behind Gresham and realized there were two girls with him. One of them was Mia. She locked eyes with him, looking across the distance, and she shook her head slightly.

      Did she really want him to keep his mouth shut?

      “And Stone is with the Barlands boy.” He sneered as he said it.

      Sam glanced past him, looking to Mia. Maybe she would hear the derision in Gresham’s words and realize that she shouldn’t be with him.

      “This Barlands boy, as you keep trying to call him,” Tara said, striding up to Gresham and beginning to glow softly, “scored better than you did during your first year on his exams.”

      Gresham tore his gaze away from Sam and glowered at Tara. “Apparently, he also needs you to stand up for him. Then again, I saw what happened when he tried to stand up for himself last time. He thought he knew more than he did. From the way I hear the professors talk about him, that’s how he acts in class, too.” He sneered, turning his attention back to Sam. “It wouldn’t surprise me to see someone like that find the end of the year is far more difficult. Instructors don’t like arrogance.”

      “They tolerate it quite well from you,” Tara snapped.

      Gresham glowered at her. “You’re going to regret that once we leave the Academy, Stone. What do you think’s going to happen to you when you leave? Who are you going to work for?”

      “Not you,” she said. Her confident tone had faltered, though.

      Gresham laughed, and he started to glow, so Sam stepped forward.

      “I don’t need Tara to stand up for me. And you got lucky. It’s not going to happen again.”

      He cocked his head to the side, regarding Sam. “Is that a challenge?”

      Sam flicked his gaze past him. He made a point of looking at Mia and the other first-year student behind Gresham. “Why don’t you saunter off with them before they see what kind of person you really are. It won’t take long, I’m sure.”

      Gresham looked as if he wanted to take a snap at Sam or Tara, but he merely stepped back, smiling widely, and spread his hands on either side. “Typical of tolath students. I warned you. There’s a reason there aren’t many of them.”

      He started off, and Mia and the other girl trailed after him. When they had gone a dozen paces or so, Mia glanced back, and there was a flash of irritation in her eyes. When she turned back to Gresham, she grabbed onto his arm.

      Sam let out a frustrated sigh.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Tara said.

      “That’s not it. One of those girls was my sister.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. Which one?”

      “The blonde.”

      “That bastard. Though, I suppose if he knew she was your sister, he wouldn’t want anything to do with her.”

      “And she’d not fit into the tower,” Sam said.

      When he left the Academy, he wanted Mia to still have a place.

      Tara turned to follow where Gresham disappeared. “Well then. Maybe we don’t need to go to the plaza. How about we follow him and make things more difficult for him?”

      “I don’t need any more difficulty with Gresham than I already have. Neither does she.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I know Gresham. He won’t even know that we’re there.”

      The sound of music drifted toward him, but Sam decided that maybe going with Tara would be more fun anyway.

      “Let’s not get caught,” he said.

      Tara grinned at him. “I never do.”
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      Tara held onto Sam’s hand as they ran through the streets, sticking to some of the side streets primarily as they made a point of attempting to keep up with Gresham, but not wanting to get so close to him that he would know they were following. Sam hadn’t seen any sign of his sister, not since Gresham had whisked her away, and though he wanted to protect her, he was also acutely aware of how he didn’t want to embarrass her, either.

      At one intersection, they paused, and in the distance, he noticed the outlined form of Gresham walking alongside Mia and the other first-year sharan student. He looked over to Tara. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. But if he was with my sister, I know how I would feel.”

      “I didn’t realize that you had a sister.”

      She nodded. “She’s younger. Not quite eligible for the Academy. Yet, anyway. I don’t know if she’s shown much talent, though.”

      “Don’t you see her?”

      She frowned at him. “How can I see her?”

      “I thought your parents were in Tavran.”

      Her expression darkened for a moment. “Did you?”

      “I didn’t want to upset you,” Sam added hurriedly. “It’s just that I heard that your mother had served on the council.”

      Tara nodded. “Had. Not anymore.”

      “I’m sorry. I—”

      Tara turned toward him, cutting him off. “It doesn’t upset me. I don’t think it even upsets her. It was just the way she was pushed out.”

      “How was she pushed out?”

      “The council consists of snakes mostly. I think my mother was probably even a snake while she was there. You have to fight for what you want. And in the council, it’s a matter of fighting for what you think you want. It doesn’t always make sense, but it’s all she knew. What I knew.”

      “Did Gresham’s father have anything to do with what happened to them?”

      “I don’t know. My mother doesn’t talk about it. She and my father moved off to the north. They still serve the council. Once you take on that position, it is hard to lose your spot. But they don’t have as much influence as they once did.”

      Gresham had turned to a street vendor, and grabbed a couple of drinks, carrying them to the girls.

      “Now he’s trying to ply them with wine,” Tara said, shaking her head in disgust. “I’m sorry, Sam. You’re a smart man, but your sister…”

      “I think she’s just caught up in everything within the Academy,” Sam said. “She means well. She has a kind heart.”

      “That’s even worse,” Tara said. “Somebody like him is bound to stomp on a kind heart.”

      “Then I just have to make sure he doesn’t get the chance.”

      He didn’t have much time to do that, though. Only until the end of the year, and that was assuming that he figured out what was going on with Ferand and managed to stay that long. If he couldn’t figure that out, he might be sent away even sooner.

      “He’s not going to spend too much time away from the plaza,” Tara said. “Not only because he doesn’t want to get too far from people who hang on him, but because there are quite a few who don’t like being so far from the Academy and from everything that they know.”

      “I don’t get the sense that Gresham is concerned by those things,” Sam said.

      “Probably not,” she said. “Especially as he grew up in the city. It’s all he knows. But these days…”

      “What about these days?”

      She frowned at him, and then she motioned for him to follow.

      They wound away from Gresham and Mia and made their way through the streets. This part of the city was darker, and the buildings closer together. Even the street was narrower. There weren’t many people out there either.

      “They prefer it if we don’t come out here,” Tara said, keeping her voice soft. “But there are some of the students who do. Mostly because they’re looking for things that they can’t find in the Academy, or can’t find around the Academy, but some come because they agree.”

      “Agree with what?”

      “You’ll see.”

      They continued making their way forward, and the stone buildings started to shift, becoming rows of narrow wooden huts. Even those emptied.

      And then there was nothing but open grassland. Tara stopped at the edge of the city. She pointed off into the darkness. “Do you see that out there?”

      “I see a series of lanterns,” Sam said. He couldn’t make out much, and he twisted the alchemy device on his hand, trying to get a comfortable position, but finding it difficult. “What am I supposed to see, exactly?”

      “Out there. That’s the army. The first army, at least. If you moved to the other side of the city, you’d see the second army. You go south, and you get the third army.”

      Sam frowned. “I didn’t realize there were so much of a military influence.”

      “You would have passed through it on your way here.”

      “We didn’t travel to the city that way,” Sam said.

      “How did you?”

      “Havash had some device that he used to carry us. It sort of squeezed and was painful, but he got us from Erstan, or outside of Erstan, and to Tavran in only a few moments.”

      Her breath caught, and her eyes widened. “I didn’t think they were permitted.”

      “What are you going on about? What did you want to show me with the army anyway?”

      “Your homeland was annexed, right?”

      Sam nodded. “It was a few years ago. I think most in my part of the world have come to terms with it, but not everybody.”

      “Your homeland isn’t the only place that was annexed. That’s what my mother was disagreeing with,” she said. “There have been plenty of places just like it. Claimed. Using soldiers, and worse, those with the arcane arts, to claim more space for all of Olway.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      And it was a sudden disappointing realization that he hadn’t.

      Given everything that Sam had spent time learning about, understanding the politics of Olway had never even entered his mind as something that he should be concerned about, even though it obviously impacted him. He had been far more concerned about understanding alchemy, angulation, even mathematics, botany, and chemistry rather than anything that was happening in the world.

      “There are others who disagree with the approach,” Tara said.

      “Like Ferand?”

      She frowned and shook her head. “I don’t think so. He’d been reportedly after power. Although…” She shrugged and continued staring out into the darkness. “Again, I just don’t know. I’ve been looking into what I can about him, but it’s delicate. I have to be careful.”

      “Is there anyone you can ask?”

      She snorted. “If my mother were still here, I suppose I could ask her, but not anymore. She still has some allies, but getting to them and asking those questions isn’t going to be easy.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Sam said.

      “Anyway, you wanted to know what it meant about these days. There’s tension in the city. There are those who disagree with what the council has chosen and how they continue to push for increased annexation. The council claims it’s the only way to ensure our safety as if we really have to fear the Nighlan along the borders to the west.”

      “The Nighlan are there,” Sam pointed out.

      Tara looked over to him, and she looked as if she wanted to argue, but then she shook her head. “I don’t know about that, but maybe they do. If so, then it might make sense.”

      “But they don’t bother us. At least not in Erstan. They’d never gotten involved. The Barlands were hard enough to cross as it was.”

      “I don’t have the sense that the Nighlan are necessarily intimidated by difficult terrain. As you learned with Havash, there are other ways of traveling.”

      “Could the Nighlan use that?”

      “It’s not supposed to be possible,” she said.

      “That’s why you are surprised when Havash suddenly appeared in the city with that.”

      She nodded. “It is unusual.”

      Sam turned away from the distant lighted scene of the barracks. If Havash wasn’t supposed to do that, but he did, how many others could? But that wasn’t the only concern Sam had. Why had Havash been able to do it?

      “I had the sense that he was running from something,” Sam said. “He appeared in Erstan, and he’d hired a wagon, but he didn’t hesitate to escape when something came.”

      “You’re now questioning whether or not you can trust Havash.”

      “I don’t know,” Sam admitted. “I don’t know much about him. He has some history within the Academy. That much I was able to figure out pretty quickly, but—”

      “So did Ferand.”

      Sam nodded. “Precisely.”

      “And now you’re concerned that he’s doing what? Working with him?”

      “I don’t really know. I wouldn’t have said so. It’s just that I know so little about Havash and what he intends.”

      “Then we should dig,” she said. “Obviously, there was something in the alchemy section that they were after.” She held up his hand, and she traced her fingers along the surface of the device, leaving his hand tingling and burning slightly. “Whatever this was is important to them. Important enough to keep attempting to break into the alchemy tower.”

      “An important enough to be hidden,” Sam said.

      “Right. I had forgotten about that. You figured out how to open the door.”

      “I did it out of chance,” Sam said. “It was just because of one of the books I’d been reading that I recognized the pattern, but it wasn’t just me.” Now he thought about it, that same book had been on one of the shelves for alchemy. When Sam had found it, it had been in the corner of the library, as if somebody had been reading it. “Somebody else had found Methanial’s book.”

      “You read that?”

      “I came across it by chance,” Sam said. “And since Havash it wanted me to go into the alchemy section, I did.”

      She started to laugh. “I think I’ve underestimated you. I came across that book early on during my training and never really paid it much mind.”

      “Well, there were a series of symbols on the book, and they were replicated on the door. I just pieced them together and managed to get it open.”

      “So there was something hidden in the alchemy tower, accessed through a book that not many people would be interested in, and you now have it.”

      “I suppose we could go back to the library and figure out who has been spending so much time there.”

      “It wouldn’t really matter,” Tara said, waving her hand dismissively. “If it’s one of the upper-level students, they can take books with them, though they have to check them out. And if it’s one of the faculty…”

      “I wonder if there’s something else in there that I might’ve overlooked,” Sam said.

      “Probably. It is dense.”

      Sam closed his eyes shut, trying to think about what he’d read. He flipped through the pages in his mind, remembering the symbols, remembering the way that they were organized, but didn’t come up with anything there.

      “What are you doing?” Tara asked.

      “Trying to remember.”

      “The book has to be nearly four hundred pages long,” she said.

      “Just a minute,” he said.

      It was like so many of the other books that he had come across in the library. Sam had memorized it, mostly because he hadn’t the time to try to sit down and understand it, but perhaps that was the mistake. Methanial was one of the very first alchemists at the Academy. Obviously important enough that he had left symbols behind that had some importance as well.

      He focused on what he could come up with, continuing to flip pages in his mind, trying to come up with those answers, but he couldn’t.

      He shook his head, opening his eyes. “It’s just not there. I feel like it should be, but I can’t come up with it.”

      Tara started to laugh softly.

      “I’m glad I can amuse you.”

      She shook her head again. “It’s not that. It’s just that, well, you seem so confident that you would be able to come up with an answer in a book like that out of memory.”

      “Normally I could,” he said.

      “Maybe there’s something about that book that makes it difficult to memorize,” she said. “Or maybe your memory isn’t as good as you think it is.”

      “Maybe,” Sam said.

      She took his hand, squeezing it. “We can go back to the library. We can see if there something there. Besides, I think we need to look into the alchemy section more. Not that I want to,” she added quickly. “It’s just that if they are after something there, maybe there is more that we haven’t uncovered yet. And if so, we probably should figure out before they make another attempt.”

      Sam appreciated her willingness to do that, but he hadn’t found anything even though he had spent time looking through that section.

      She tugged on him, pulling him away.

      As he started to turn, a different question came to mind.

      “Why are there three armies around Tavran?”

      “What was that?”

      “You said there were three. Why?”

      “I don’t know. They’re based here, but the full might of the army isn’t generally here. It’s just…” She frowned, turning and looking out into the darkness. “There are more here than usual.”

      “Maybe they know something,” Sam said. “The Nighlan?”

      “They would never admit that,” she said. “Even if it was true.”

      She pulled on his hand, and they started back toward the city. Even as they went, Sam couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something he was missing. He wasn’t sure what it was, only that he felt as though he needed to come up with answers quickly.
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      It surprised Sam when Tara headed straight to the library once they returned to the Academy. He thought that she might want to head to bed, especially after a long day, but she dragged him into the Study Hall, pulling him through until they reached the entrance to the library.

      “What are you waiting for?” Sam asked when paused just inside.

      “You always have to make sure there’s not somebody else here,” she said.

      “If they have access to the Study Hall, then it really doesn’t matter if they know I am. You still haven’t told me who else has access to it.”

      “Not anybody in the tolath tower,” she said. She stepped forward, out into the library. It was dark, but Sam was accustomed to the dark in the library, and he didn’t mind it at all.

      She guided him through. When they reached the alchemy section, Sam paused in front of the stack of books.

      “There used to be more,” Sam said, running his hand along the shelves. “They keep disappearing. Do you think it’s the instructors, or…” He looked around the library, and though he didn’t see anybody else with them, there was still a feeling that they weren’t alone.

      “Maybe,” she said. “If this is somehow tied to what happened in the alchemy section, it could be that somebody is grabbing the books and trying to use them to find answers.”

      Sam began to work along the shelves, but he didn’t see it.

      There weren’t many alchemy books anymore. Certainly fewer than there had been when he had first come to the Academy library. He ran his hand along the spines of the books, realizing that he had read most of them.

      Those that he hadn’t, he hurriedly grabbed and stacked on the ground near him.

      “What are you doing?” Tara whispered.

      “I just making sure that I have an opportunity to read these before they disappear.”

      His stack was only ten books high, and Tara looked at those remaining.

      “You read all of these?”

      He nodded. “I’ve read them, but again, it’s not as if I understand them. I just—”

      “Memorized them,” she said, smiling slightly. “Which is impressive.”

      Sam started to say something when he noticed a greenish light.

      He raised a finger to his lips and motioned to Tara. He leaned close to her, whispering in her ear. “There’s somebody else here,” he said. “Greenlight.”

      “I don’t see anything,” she said.

      Sam grabbed the stack of books. If they were here for the alchemy books, he wasn’t about to lose them. Carrying ten books wasn’t easy, though.

      As he struggled with his stack of books, Tara slipped off the topmost books, and she shrugged. “I can help,” she said.

      “We should get out of here,” he whispered urgently.

      “What if they’re just here to read like we are?”

      “If they are just here for that, and if they are using some dangerous alchemy—”

      “You don’t know that it’s dangerous alchemy,” she said.

      “Any time that I’ve seen that light, it’s been dangerous.”

      “Every time?”

      He frowned. “Maybe not every time.”

      The only person that he had ever directly seen—other than Ferand—had been Chasten. What if he was involved with Ferand? Chasten was Havash’s friend, at least according to the Secundum, so that by itself could pose some challenges.

      And it might implicate Havash.

      Sam noticed that the light seemed to be moving. It was drifting along the outskirts of the curved walls of the library.

      He raised another finger to his lips, tucking the books close to him, and made his way toward the door for the Study Hall. They had closed it after entering the library, as they often did on the off chance that somebody might follow them.

      He paused for a moment. The light seemed to be moving away from them.

      He stacked his books on the ground near the opening to the Study Hall, and he motioned to Tara. “Wait here.”

      “I’m not going to wait while you go off and do something stupid,” she said.

      “I’m just going to see if the light is real or not.”

      She frowned at him, but she didn’t make any movement as if she were going to follow him. Sam darted around the perimeter of the room.

      He tried to move as quietly as he could, thinking back to when he had lived on the streets in Erstan when he had been forced to sneak there. He had never been much of a thief and certainly not skilled at sneaking, but he had known how to try to stay as quiet as possible.

      The greenish light continued to glow in front of him, barely more than a faint tracing of color. Had he not seen it, and he had not known that it was alchemy, Sam might have done nothing. But all of this was tied together somehow.

      The light suddenly stopped.

      It was a trail, nothing more than that, and as he followed that trail, he thought that perhaps it would lead him to the one responsible for it. Maybe Ferand, though Sam doubted that he would be in the main part of the library. Maybe Chasten, as he was the only other person that Sam had seen using that kind of power. But there was no sign of either of them.

      What if it wasn’t either of them. Having seen the greenish hue before, it might only be alchemy and nothing more.

      Sam realized that he could be looking for the wrong thing. It might not be anything more than some alchemy device designed to protect the library. He paused for a moment as he looked around, searching for anything that might suggest that it was divisive alchemy. He didn’t see anything.

      The pale greenish light simply faded until it disappeared altogether.

      Sam hurried back toward the entrance to the Study Hall and found Tara waiting for him, irritation flashing in her eyes. “Did you find anything?”

      “I don’t know what I found,” Sam admitted. “I thought that maybe it was somebody there, but it might have just been some alchemy device.”

      “Now alchemy devices are putting off a light too?”

      Sam held up his hand. “This one does.”

      “Let’s just going,” she said. “You can take your books and see if there’s anything here that can help you, and…” She frowned. “Did you hear that?”

      Sam shook his head.

      “There. I hear something.”

      Sam turned, and though he didn’t hear anything, there was another tracing of pale green light.

      “We should get moving. I don’t want to get caught here, especially if we don’t know who else is here.”

      Or whether it was some sort of security device designed to defend the library against intruders.

      They triggered the door to the Study Hall, Sam scooped his books, and they retreated into the hallway. When they reached the tolath tower, neither of them had spoken yet. On Tara’s level, she paused, turning to him. She took his hand, squeezing it for a moment, and smiled at him. “It was nice getting out of the city with you.”

      Sam smiled back. “It was nice.”

      “And it was nice exploring the halls with you.” She leaned forward, and she kissed him on the cheek. “I don’t usually have somebody with me. I enjoyed it.”

      With that, she headed down toward her room.

      Sam stood for a moment, heat rising in his cheeks.

      He carried his books back to his room, pulling the door closed and shutting it tightly. He heard voices outside of the door a short time later, but he was still focused on Tara’s kiss on his cheek.

      He had taken a seat on the floor and was flipping through the pages in the book spread out in front of him. He had gathered these ten, and though he hadn’t found anything yet, he was having a hard time concentrating.

      By the time he reached the sixth book that he had grabbed, an older work by someone named Votalr, Sam had stopped thinking that he might find much of anything.

      It was on the third page when he saw a word that he recognized. Almanac.

      He hurriedly grabbed for the other book he’d taken from the library.

      It had mentioned almanac as well.

      He continued flipping through the pages and saw several other references to an almanac. What was more, there was some sort of key to it. Was it to decipher it?

      The almanac might be like a map. It would need a key to guide how to find certain things within it. Or perhaps it was some way of translating it.

      Or perhaps it was more a literal key. Some way of unlocking it. If it was tied to alchemy, Sam wouldn’t put it past the authors of something like that to have an actual physical key required to open it.

      He didn’t find anything else in the book. The book described various alchemical compounds, of which Sam thought there might be some benefit. Several were explosive, though the description of them made it sound as if they were useful for lanterns, starting fires, and generally constructive purposes rather than destructive, though Sam had several different ideas that came to mind about how else they might be useful. There were other items within the book, ways of mixing compounds, creating different healing components. He found several other more obscure uses of alchemy, tied to various ways to link the alchemical creation to something organic, which led Sam to think that maybe he might find some understanding about how to remove the device from his hand, but everything was far too complicated. It was like looking in a cookbook but not having any of the ingredients.

      He turned to the next few books. He didn’t find anything in the first couple that he went through, but by the time he reached the ninth book that he had taken from the library, he once again came across mention of the almanac. He set those books off to the side.

      Three. Three books out of all of the works on alchemy mentioned in almanac. And in each of them, they referenced advanced alchemy that could be found in the almanac. As if he could take something from one of the basic books, add it to what was found in the almanac, and do something more.

      How many other books had referenced the almanac and were now missing?

      Sam paced around in his room. He wasn’t going to be able to sleep with all of this on his mind.

      He stuffed the three books that reference the almanac under his mattress and looked at the remaining seven. He had already read through them, memorized them, and so didn’t need them any longer. And since he couldn’t sleep, maybe he should just bring them back to the library.

      Sam poked his head out of his door, checking the coast was clear, and then hurried through the hall. He headed down the stairs, and when he reached the landing with the entrance to the Study Hall, he triggered it quickly and slipped inside. It was far more fun to have Tara with him.

      He navigated quickly, making his way toward the library, and paused after opening the door. There was no sign of the greenish light inside the library. He stepped into the library, return the books to the alchemy section, and then started back toward the entrance to the Study Hall, triggering it to open.

      As soon as it did, he saw a pale greenish glow.

      Sam hesitated. The glowing was getting brighter.

      He sealed the door closed again. He backed away. He headed to the back of the library, to the alcove that he preferred, and squeezed his hand around the alchemy device. If it came down to it, he might have to trigger the device, if only to protect himself.

      Nothing came.

      Sam started to relax when he noticed a faint greenish glowing in the library.

      It was coming along the stacks. And it was coming straight at him.

      He had two options.

      He could race back toward the Study Hall, or he could go to the entrance of the library. It would be locked, at least as far as he had seen, but maybe he would have some way of shoving the door open.

      With that light coming toward him, he had no choice. He raced forward, heading toward the front of the library. The green light shifted, coming toward Sam.

      He didn’t see whoever was with it.

      But he noticed something.

      The area closest to the Study Hall was darkened.

      Sam darted away from the Study Hall before quickly shifting directions and sprinting straight at it. He reached the door, found it open, and stepped inside, quickly closing it, slamming his fist against it. As he did, the alchemy device pulsed with a burst of greenish light. Sam raced forward, looking toward the tolath Tower hallway, before changing his mind.

      He ran toward the kitchen. When he triggered open the door, he stepped into the closet, where he sunk down for a moment.

      He looked behind him and noticed no greenish light. There was nothing.

      He closed the door.

      Sam stepped out of the closet, into the kitchen, finding it completely quiet.

      It wouldn’t be that way for long. Eventually, the kitchen help would be up. Thankfully, as the Academy didn’t provide for a morning meal, he had a little more time than he would otherwise.

      But he didn’t want to get caught here.

      Sam poked his head out of the door. When he did, he heard voices.

      They were near the stairs leading down to the alchemy tower.

      He couldn’t hear what they were saying. They were muted. As if they were wearing some sort of mask.

      What was going on here?

      He might want to help Havash figure things out, but this was well beyond his understanding, and he didn’t think that he could be the only one responsible for it.

      No. He couldn’t be. He shouldn’t be.

      He just had to get to Havash. It might be time to tell Havash about the alchemy device that he’d taken. And then Havash could deal with the rest.
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      Sam shifted his weight from foot to foot as he stood in front of the door. It had not been that easy to find Havash’s room, and yet, this was where he felt he needed to be. Tara had either been gone already by the time he’d gone looking for her, or she wasn’t awake. Either way, Sam didn’t want to wait around too long. He needed to get to Havash and to get his questions answered.

      He knocked again.

      It was the third time that he had knocked, and he was getting tired of waiting.

      As he started to turn away, the door finally came open.

      Havash was dressed in a light gray robe, not his professor robe, and his beard was disheveled. His eyes were drawn, and there was red touching the whites of them.

      He frowned at Sam. “What are you doing here?”

      “I needed to talk to you.”

      Havash looked along the hallway. “Here? I do have classroom hours, you know.”

      “It’s not about our classes.”

      Havash’s eyes darted around for a moment, and he continued looking at Sam, the irritation burning in the back of his eyes. “This had better be important,” Havash muttered.

      He stepped aside, and Sam followed him in.

      As soon as he stepped inside, he realized why Havash probably hadn’t heard him. There was more than one room here. It was enormous. This outer room looked something like an office, with rows of shelves long wall, lanterns glowing in several of the shelves, putting off enough light to brighten the entire space, and books stuffed into those shelves, along with several other sculptures and different devices that Sam suspected were alchemy. A plush pale blue velvet chair rested near one of the shelves. There were two doors said into the wall, and one of them was cracked, revealing a little more light so Sam could see the outline of a bed, and the other door was closed, with several marks on the door. Alchemy. It was some sort of lock, he realized.

      “What did you come here to tell me about?” Havash demanded.

      Sam wasn’t exactly sure how to begin. He needed to get Havash’s help, but he also needed information. All that being said, he still wasn’t exactly sure whether he could fully trust Havash or not.

      “I wanted to ask you about Ferand. Could he be working with the Nighlan?”

      Havash studied him carefully for a long moment before letting out a slow breath. “We don’t know.”

      “We?”

      “Those of us who have been tracking the Nighlan. Ferand certainly wanted power, but then again, that was a time I was not here.”

      The question that came to mind for Sam was what Havash had been doing during that time and why he had left the Academy.

      What he asked instead was different. “What would they hope to accomplish by working with the Nighlan?”

      Havash shrugged. “Do you believe those in the Academy are the only ones with any sort of power?”

      Sam shook his head. “I didn’t realize the Nighlan had power.”

      “Some sort, though not much is known about it. It is one secret the Nighlan have kept well hidden from us. They hold it from Olway.”

      “So they are using some sort of power?”

      “They are using something. There are other types of power in the world, Sam. The Arcane Arts is one. Alchemy is another—”

      “Alchemy is tied to the Arcane Arts.”

      “The way that we use it is,” Havash said. “But there are other ways to access alchemy.”

      “Minor alchemists.”

      “There are other ways,” Havash said.

      That wasn’t an answer, which bothered Sam. “What other ways are there? Does it have anything to do with the almanac?”

      Havash stiffened. Sam had needed to ask, but he hadn’t intended to be so blunt about it. “I presume that’s something you came across in your reading?”

      “Only in a few books,” Sam admitted. “Most of the others don’t reference it, but there are a few that do. It seems that this almanac allows the alchemist to use higher-level alchemy.”

      Havash regarded Sam for a long moment, staring at him. It felt as if there was some part of him that was reaching deep into Sam as if he were reading some part of him that only Havash could find. He started to glow softly, and Sam traced his hand across the alchemy device, feeling for the potential of power within it. If Havash were going to do something to him, he wanted to be ready.

      But why would Havash have wanted to do something to him?

      That was the part of all of this Sam couldn’t quite piece together. Havash had wanted Sam to look into what happened in the alchemy tower, and he wouldn’t have done that if he was somehow tied to things in ways he shouldn’t be.

      “The almanac,” Havash said. “An item of myth. At least, to those who are not alchemists.”

      “Like you?”

      Havash shook his head and took a seat in the plush chair. “I was never an alchemist. At least, not like some. I understand alchemy, as I have studied it extensively, especially during my time away from the Academy, but I was never a master of it.”

      “Like those who were lost here?” Sam asked.

      “There were real masters of alchemy within the alchemy tower,” Havash said. “One in particular. When they were lost, Olway suffers.” He took a deep breath and then frowned. “Most think of angulation when they think of the arcane arts, and while it is impressive, and considerable power can be drawn through the appropriate use of angulation,” Havash went on, and as if to demonstrate, he moved his hands in a steady pattern, creating crisscrossing streaks of white light that stretched out from him almost in a sheet before fading. “But as you have learned in your time in the Academy, however brief it has been so far, there are other ways of utilizing the arcane arts.”

      “That’s why we learn about mathematics and chemistry and botany?”

      “Among other topics,” Havash said. “The arcane arts complement all things. For those who can use it,” he went on, and there was a hint of a sneer in the way that he said it as if he were amused more than anything else that Sam didn’t have any way of using the arcane arts, “power can be compounded. Mathematics teaches ways of augmenting it, especially to somebody with the mind to do so. Botany deals with the natural world. In some ways, it isn’t altogether different than alchemy, as they complement each other as well. The same goes for chemistry. Though that isn’t entirely the same.” He shrugged. “As one progresses through the Academy, there are more advanced topics. Typically, angulation is the one that most gravitate toward, and as one who has taught advanced angulation, I can’t deny the exquisite power that can be drawn by those with the necessary knowledge. But alchemy is different. I don’t suppose you could tell me why, Sam.”

      He was almost testing Sam as if they were in class. Only Sam didn’t feel as if they were in class.

      “Because alchemy can be used by those without any power in the arcane arts.”

      “You don’t think the same with mathematics?”

      “Mathematics is useful without any ability in the arcane arts,” Sam said, and he could easily imagine how engineers could use many of the concepts that he had studied in his class, along with what he had studied outside of class. “But it requires knowledge and skill. The same goes for botany and chemistry. You need the knowledge of each of the topics in order for you to take advantage of that. Alchemy is different. If a device is made with skillfully crafted alchemy, anyone can use it.”

      Havash nodded. “Very good. You really do have a useful mind. It’s a shame that you don’t have any talent.”

      The comment raised a question that he and Tara had been working through, but it was one that Sam didn’t have a satisfactory answer about. “What about alchemy items that are made with the arcane arts? Do you need to have arcane arts to activate them?”

      “Some require that,” Havash said. “At least to fully utilized them.”

      Hope surged briefly within Sam.

      “But not all do.” That hope faded. “If the alchemist made the item was skilled, anyone could potentially use it. That is why alchemy has its uses within the empire. As the empire has stretched its reach, it’s the alchemists who have helped.”

      “Not those with the arcane arts?”

      “Oh, they serve as a deterrent. Little more than a threat, nothing else. There are some who choose to serve Olway in that manner, using their powers of the arcane arts, angulation, to protect Olway. But it’s the alchemists that have truly secured our borders. Alchemy has created items of power, sometimes incredible power, that has allowed the Empire to continue to expand its borders.”

      “Let me guess. The Nighlan don’t care for that.”

      “Olway hasn’t pushed its borders into Nighlan controlled lands. But I suspect the general growth has gained their notice. And with that comes a different kind of danger.”

      “So they attacked the alchemy tower.”

      “I don’t know,” Havash said. “Ferand’s presence there could have been opportunistic, nothing else, or it could have been intentional, tied to whatever happened there.”

      “Why opportunistic?”

      “I’m sure that others would be most curious about what remained in the alchemy’s tower. Especially those who don’t have the same skill.”

      “What about the alchemists that are spread throughout Olway? Those who studied here and went on to start their own shops.” Sam thought about the different alchemical shop that he’d seen within Tavran and couldn’t imagine that they would be limited in any way.

      “They have their uses, but they all access similar aspects of alchemy. That isn’t what makes alchemy truly powerful.”

      “It’s the almanac,” Sam said.

      Havash nodded slowly. “As you have surmised, the almanac grants the one who has access to it a way of performing alchemy that is advanced beyond what traditional alchemy can do. It is a secret kept by the alchemists, by the masters, and it took me a considerable amount of time to even learn the truth. Oh, I had heard rumors, as all who spend any time within the Academy do. And that is why I am surprised you even know about it.”

      “It was just referenced in several books,” Sam said with a casual shrug.

      “Most of the works of alchemy were destroyed in the explosion,” Havash said. “The rest have been gathered, though the librarians keep them safe.”

      “The alchemy section in the library wasn’t very extensive, but it seems to be shrinking.”

      “What do you mean that it seems to be shrinking?”

      “I don’t know. They were probably a hundred different books on alchemy when I first arrived. Now there are half.” Even fewer now that Sam had taken several books from it. “Somebody is either taking the books and not returning them, or they are—”

      “Sequestering them,” Havash said. “Perhaps it’s the librarians.”

      “Or it's whoever is after what’s down in the alchemy section,” Sam said. Another idea came to him. “I saw something about a key that was required to use the almanac. What keeps those who have already seen the contents of it from simply recreating it.”

      “What have you seen in some of the more complicated alchemical constructs?”

      Sam shrugged. “They’re complicated,” Sam said. “And as I don’t fully understand alchemy, I am not exactly sure how to use them.”

      “Can you repeat them?”

      Sam shrugged again. “Like what?”

      “Why don’t you tell me a complicated alchemy concoction for a lamp?”

      Sam considered the various different ones that he had seen before shrugging again. He thought about the last book that he had read. The recipe, such as it was, was fresh in his mind.

      “You need two parts of silverleaf, nine grains of baireth, one twig of vilten, three leaves of horas, two cups of milen oil—”

      “You remember all that from memory?”

      Sam nodded. “I do.”

      Havash snorted, shaking his head. “I truly did underestimate you. How many additional ingredients are there?”

      Sam closed his eyes, and he countered. “For that one? Another fifteen. I don’t really understand the mixing or the process involved in all of it because it is beyond my grasp of alchemy. At least for now,” he admitted, thinking that he might as well acknowledged his intention to try to continue to master his readings.

      “Roughly twenty ingredients in all, and a complicated mixing pattern that you feel as if you can’t fully recreate.”

      Sam wasn’t going to argue, but he did feel that he could re-create it, but it was going to be a matter of learning the techniques.

      “Now imagine that the almanac has twice that. Three times that. It would be complicated. That’s why it requires a skilled alchemist, and that is why it can’t be easily replicated. Even those who might see the contents would not necessarily be able to even recreate it.”

      “What if somebody thought they could?”

      “Perhaps,” Havash said.

      “What if that is why Ferand was down in the alchemy section?”

      “The book has probably been destroyed,” Havash said. “There was no sign of it.”

      “You explored every part of it?”

      “Not me, but I spoke to those who did.”

      Sam knew that wasn’t true, so he was curious who Havash had spoken to.

      “But even if they had the almanac, they wouldn’t have the key. So they can’t do anything without the other.”

      “And if they have the key and the almanac?” Havash stared at him. “I’m specifically asking about Ferand. As that’s who I knew was down in the alchemy tower. He was with somebody else. So we have to be worried about that, don’t we?”

      “We?” Havash asked, leaning forward, his expression unreadable.

      “You asked me to help. And I’m a part of the Academy, at least for now. Besides, my sister is definitely a part of the Academy. She’ll be staying here.” He said that more emphatically than he probably needed to, but Havash just leaned back, watching him.

      “If Ferand were able to acquire the almanac, he would have access to an item of great power.”

      “Is that what he was after before? When he was exiled, I mean.”

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

      “Who would?”

      “The Grandam would know. She won’t speak of it, though. That was a time of darkness for the Academy. One of our own chasing power that was not his.”

      “Shouldn’t she know that he’s returned?”

      “I doubt it will make much of a difference.”

      “But shouldn’t she—”

      “I will handle the professors,” Havash said firmly. “You…” Havash paused and pressed his lips together tightly. “If Ferand continues to look through the Academy for the key—”

      “Or the almanac,” Sam said.

      Havash nodded. “Or the almanac. You report to me.”

      “I will.” What choice did he have?

      “Now, Sam, it’s time for you to return to your classes. I would appreciate your discretion on what we have discussed.”

      Sam looked around the inside of Havash’s room one more moment, before turning and heading out of the door. He pulled closed behind him, and took a deep breath.

      The almanac. That was what they were after now. That was why the alchemy books were missing.

      But it wasn’t just that.

      Sam looked down at the alchemy device on his hand. The key. That’s what Sam had. And if he could get the almanac, he would be the one with the powerful alchemy device.

      Stop Ferand. Save the Academy.

      That would be hope he’d protect his sister.
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      In the week since he’d met with Havash, Sam hadn’t seen anything.

      There had been fleeting glimpses of greenish light, along with an occasional rumbling, but nothing more. No sign of Ferand. No sign of Alchemy.

      Tara had convinced him to join her on the next night out in the city, thinking they could look for other answers. Sam wanted to speak to one of the city alchemists, though he wasn’t sure Tara would go along with that.

      Now dozens of people gathered around the entrance to the Academy, pushed back by several of the instructors. Sam and Tara stood off to the side, glancing over to each other occasionally.

      When James came toward them, he shook his head. “They aren’t letting us out.”

      “Have you figured out why?” Sam asked.

      “I don’t know. Something about an upheaval in the city, and it’s not safe for those of us who are not fully trained,” he said, waving his hand.

      “I will have words with my father,” Sam heard.

      He groaned. “Great,” Sam muttered. Gresham was having a tantrum.

      He found Gresham standing across from Professor Clarice. Mia stood on one arm. She still hadn’t learned. Sam wasn’t sure whether to be alarmed or disappointed.

      “You can tell your father whatever you like,” Professor Clarice said. “I have my instructions from the Grandam. Students are not permitted out into the city. Not until it has calmed.”

      Sam glanced over to Tara. “Have you heard of anything?”

      She frowned. “I haven’t. But there had been rumblings. It’s why we were only allowed out twice a month rather than once a week.”

      “And now not at all,” James said. “It’s like they’re afraid that the Nighlan are real and attacking.” He waved his hand, dismissing the idea. “And all we want is to go out and dance a little.”

      “I’m sure if you give me a chance to speak to my father—”

      “Your father knows exactly what we have asked of the Academy,” a tight voice said, appearing down the stairs.

      Sam hadn’t seen the Grandam since his first day. She was small and petite, but she carried an air of seriousness about her. She approached Gresham, looking up at him, seemingly unimpressed by his father’s status.

      “Now, if you would prefer, I can send him a different message. Perhaps one about his son serving penance for violating an official Academy decree, then I am more than happy to do so.”

      Gresham opened his mouth before closing it in a huff.

      “Fine. I know where we can find a nice window to look out of,” he said, and he slipped his arm through Mia’s arm, and they started toward the stairs.

      The Grandam shook her head. “The rest of you should disperse. We will permit you back into the city when it’s safe to do so.”

      “What happened?” somebody called.

      “It is nothing,” she said, waving her hand. “Just a little disagreement amongst the council.”

      Sam looked over to Tara, who shook her head.

      The Grandam made her way toward Professor Clarice, whispering something to her.

      “I would like to know what they’re talking about,” Sam said.

      “I doubt we’ll get the opportunity,” Tara said, rolling her eyes.

      “Isn’t there some way to use the arcane arts to allow us to eavesdrop?”

      James’s eyes widened. “You would do that?”

      Sam snorted, and he shook his head. “No. Of course not.” He looked over to Tara, smiling tightly. “I guess it is back to the library for us.”

      James looked at them expectantly.

      “You could join us,” Sam said.

      “I don’t want to get in the way,” he muttered.

      Sam was tempted to argue with him and to tell him that he wasn’t about to get in the way, but he actually wanted to have some time to look with Tara and see what else they might uncover.

      “Actually,” Tara said, “I might check on something in my room.” She held Sam’s gaze. “Why don’t I meet you to study later?”

      Sam wanted to hide his disappointment, but he wasn’t sure that he could. Tara was going off without him?

      “So you’re not going to the library?” James asked. “It sounds like some of the first-year students are going to the grand hall to play a few games. If you’d like to join?”

      Sam didn’t, but he didn’t say that. Instead, he nodded.

      The evening went far too slowly. They played a series of games, dice, dominoes, and several games that Sam had never played before, and it surprised him that most of the students from each of the different towers mingled together fairly well. Separated into the first-year level, there weren’t the same divisions that there had been otherwise. Maybe Tara was right about separating students by year level rather than forcing them into a different tower.

      Sam only wished his sister were here. It would give him a chance to talk with her. But she had obviously stayed off with Gresham.

      It irritated him, and he didn’t even have anybody to share his irritation with. The only person was James, and he was too caught up in playing dominoes with Lacey and her friend Rebecca to pay much attention.

      After a while, Sam slipped away. James wouldn’t mind, as he had been distracted, and as he was making his way through the hall, he nearly collided with the Secundum.

      He looked up at him. “Ah. Mr. Bilson. You have settled in quite well. I must say that I was hoping to find you after your exams anyway. You did quite well.”

      “Thank you,” Sam said.

      “And your sister?”

      Sam looked around him, hoping that nobody else heard.

      “I think she’s doing well. We’re in different towers, so we don’t get to see each other as much as I’d like.”

      “I’m sure that she could have been sorted into the same tower, had you only asked, but perhaps it would be better for the two of you to have some growth this way. Were you placed into the…”

      Sam smiled tightly. The Secundum had always seemed kind to him and had warm, almost gentle eyes. “I was placed into tolath,” he reminded him.

      The Secundum nodded. “An excellent tower. Excellent.” He nodded.

      Sam decided to use this as an opportunity to learn more about what was going on in the city. “If you don’t mind, Secundum, could you tell me what happened?”

      His brow furrowed. “I probably shouldn’t, but you are a bright enough student and older than most who come,” he said, regarding Sam for a long moment, “so perhaps it isn’t an issue if I share with you. There have been several attempts to attack the city. The council has dealt with them, but it is likely tied to the disruption within the council.”

      “What kind of attacks? Has it been the Nighlan?”

      The Secundum tipped his head with a slight smile. “That’s right. You’re from the Barlands. I’m afraid that the rumors of the Nighlan are simply that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said, realizing his foolishness. But why would one of the instructors deny what he knew to be true? “It’s just that in the Barlands, we know that there’s something to the west of the Barlands. It’s not always safe.”

      “That may be, but the Academy is perfectly safe. Well, now that alchemy has been removed, of course.”

      There was something in the way that the Secundum had said it that bothered Sam. “You didn’t care for it?”

      The Secundum waved his hand. “Not me. But there were others who didn’t. They felt they had too much influence.” He shook his head. “Nothing for you to worry about. Not until you get a little further in your studies. Though at the rate you are going, it won’t take long for you to be enrolled in advanced studies, will it? Perhaps I’ll be working with you in my evening seminars.” He smiled at Sam. “Have a good evening, Mr. Bilson.”

      Sam headed back to his room, and when he reached the landing toward the Study Hall, he paused long enough to make sure that there was no one there before triggering the opening.

      Tara was waiting for him. “It took you long enough,” she said.

      “I thought… Wait. You wanted me to come here?”

      “I gave you a chance to spend some time with your friend. I didn’t want him to be hurt about being left out.”

      “I didn’t see that. I’m sorry. So you’ve been waiting here this entire time?”

      “Most of it,” she said, shrugging. “Now. I think we need to go down to the alchemy tower. We need to learn about this almanac.”

      Sam wasn’t about to argue. He felt that they needed to go there as well, so he followed her, reaching the door leading down into the alchemy section. She triggered it, and they made their way down the stairs, before opening the door leading into the common area.

      The air was foul-smelling, and Sam tried to ignore it as he squeezed his hand around the alchemy device. Tara stayed close to him, the mask of arcane arts wrapped around her face to filter the air.

      Sam wasn’t completely sure that it would make much difference.

      “There’s nothing here,” she said. Her voice was muted, and the pale white that wrapped around her face even managed to muffle her breathing somewhat.

      “Just these doors,” Sam said.

      They had open two of them, though neither of them at wanted to touch them. Tara had a particular technique with the arcane arts that she had used to force them open, only to find nothing inside. They were all covered by some foul substance. They had left them open, not having any way of closing them, neither of them wanting to touch the doors again. By the time they reached the end of the hall, leading to the one where he had found the device in the first place, Sam hadn’t expected to find anything else here. Tara, on the other hand, remained convinced that there would be some secret hidden here within the alchemy section.

      “If they had the key locked away,” she said, looking over to him with a frown. They had discussed the possibility that he wore the key, and yet, neither of them had any idea how it had gotten stuck on Sam’s hand. “Then it only goes to figure that they also had the lock here, didn’t they?”

      “Unless it was destroyed,” Sam said.

      “Maybe. Ferand wouldn’t have come here if he didn’t think there was a possibility that something would be here. It seemed too risky.”

      “What if he’s just coming after the key still?” Sam said. “We’ve seen the greenish light throughout the Study Halls,” Sam said.

      “You. You’re the only one who’s seen it,” she said.

      “Fine. I’ve seen the greenish light throughout the study halls, so there remains the possibility he’s only after the key, and they already have the lock.”

      “Unless they’re still looking for it. Think about it, Sam. How many of those books in the library have reference to the almanac?”

      He shrugged. They had already gone over this before, as well.

      “And of the ones that are missing, how many of those do you think had some reference to it, as well?”

      It was another topic that they had gone through, without either of them finding any real answers.

      “So it seems to me that they don’t have either. And if they don’t have either, then we can figure out some way to keep them from getting to it,” she said.

      “If you say so,” he said.

      “Let’s just keep looking,” she went on. He triggered the door to open, and they looked inside again.

      Tara drew upon the arcane arts as she searched the room, and it seemed to Sam that she was doing something to press her power out and around as if she were able to feel for something that only she might be able to find.

      When he looked over to her, she shrugged. “I feel like there should be something here that we just have to uncover,” she said. “If I can find something else to trigger…”

      “What if they only could trigger it with alchemy?”

      “Then maybe you used your special key.”

      Sam held his hand out and focused. He only knew one technique to activate it. When it was activated, there was an explosion of greenish light. That didn’t seem like he would reveal anything within the alchemy section. He triggered it, and there came a burst, and within that, Sam focused, trying to make out anything else that might be there, but he came up blank.

      “There’s nothing here,” he said.

      “Fine. There’s nothing here, but what about the other room? The one you said Ferand came out of.”

      Sam looked down the hallway. It was the one place he hadn’t really looked. Partly because he was afraid of what he might find. “That’s were Ferand came from,” he said.

      “Exactly,” she said.

      “What are you going on about?”

      “What if he came through there, but he couldn’t find what he was looking for?”

      It seemed too easy. He followed Tara down the hall, and when he reached the door, he realized that he had seen those symbols as well.

      “It’s Victoire’s Theorem,” he said.

      She glanced back at him. “What is?”

      “The markings on the door. I’ve seen them. Victoire’s theorem. They speak to various ways that alchemy can be achieved with a combination of heat, earth, wind, cold, and…” He shrugged. “Well, basically all the elements.”

      “Can you open this one?”

      Sam hadn’t tried before, but now that he was here, he thought that he needed to.

      He approached the door, closing his eyes for a moment and thinking about what he had seen in the book.

      “Almanac,” he whispered.

      “What?”

      He turned and looked back at her. “The book. It mentions the almanac. It also mentions the key.”

      “You just got that by standing there?”

      “I’ve read through so many of those works on alchemy that I have a hard time piecing it all together. Or maybe it’s peeling it all part?” He frowned and then shook his head. “I don’t know. Either way. I’ve seen the symbols.”

      And if another book had reference to the almanac but was missing, that seemed to be of some significance.

      “They don’t have it,” Sam said.

      “We don’t know that.”

      He approached the door again, thinking about the patterns that he’d seen in the book, and began to touch them. One by one, they started to take on a pale, greenish light. When they were done, the light started to flow out and began to crisscross until the power continued to flow outward.

      “Do you see this?” Sam asked. “The light coming off of the door.”

      Tara leaned forward, and the glowing coming off of her intensified. “I don’t see anything.”

      Why him? That was what bothered Sam.

      “Let’s see if it opens,” Sam said softly.

      He pushed on the door. It swung open.

      It was dark inside, and Tara created a crisscrossing pattern that created a pale white light that glowed in the palm of her hand.

      “Figured you might want something to see,” she said, smiling at him.

      “I could see you glowing even without that,” he said.

      “That sounds like it’s a compliment and like it’s not the same time,” she said. “So I’m not exactly sure how to take it.”

      He chuckled, took her free hand, and they stepped into the room.

      The strange smell was absent here. It was small, a closet much like in the other room, and with shelves lining the walls. He saw nothing here other than a hold in one wall that led… Somewhere.

      He pointed to it, and Tara nodded. “That’s where Ferand must’ve come through,” Sam said.

      “So they’ve been in here.”

      “They have. I already told you that, though.”

      “I know you did. I guess I was just hoping that they hadn’t.”

      “We don’t know if the almanac was here.”

      Sam hoped that it wasn’t, but he was having a growing realization that it likely had been, which meant that he wouldn’t have any way of figuring out anything more.

      He searched the room, looking along the shelves, and then his breath caught. There was a darkened panel along one wall. A single stone that was slightly darker than the others.

      He pointed to Tara, and she held the glowing orb in her hand toward it.

      “Tell me you see that,” he said.

      “I’m not blind,” she muttered.

      He reached for it, tracing his fingers across the surface of it.

      “What do you think it means?” Sam asked. He focused on the key, and triggered the greenish light from it, but other than the explosion of light and the sickly green alchemy that came from it, he didn’t see anything else.

      “I know exactly what it means,” she said. She pulled her hand back, the light reflecting off her face. She looked up at him, holding his gaze. “And you’ve seen it as well.”

      He frowned, but turned back toward it. He searched his mind, trying to think of where he had seen something like that before, and then he realized.

      “The library.”

      Not only the library. The reserve section of the library, inaccessible to him.

      “Why would they have a symbol like that here?”

      Sam smiled to himself. “Because the almanac wasn’t here. Maybe it never was.”

      And if that was the case, it meant that the almanac might be in the library.

      They only had to find a way to get it.
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      Sam was in the library when he felt trembling around him.

      He got to his feet. He had been sitting in his alcove, reading through something on angulation, but not on what he’d wanted, waiting for one of the librarians to arrive so that he could ask questions about the volumes of alchemy when he felt the trembling.

      Tara got up from her seat at the booth nearest him.

      “Where do you think that came from?” Sam asked.

      Tara shook her head. “I don’t really know. It sounded loud, though.”

      It wasn’t just that it sounded loud. It sounded much like what he’d heard when the alchemy tower had trembled. It was the same sound that he’d heard when Ferand had been trying to break in.

      He waited for it to return, glancing toward the entrance to the Study Hall, before starting to take a seat when the trembling came one more time. This time, it was louder and deeper. But it wasn’t from below, not like it had been when he had detected the sounds of trembling from the alchemy tower.

      Sam squeezed his hand around the key. The two of them had begun working together to question the librarians on different items of alchemy. Tara had an easier time with it as she could claim that she was studying for one of her exams and needed whatever books the library still had on alchemy in order for her to do so. Sam had to ask more roundabout questions.

      “We don’t know what’s going on out in the city,” Tara said.

      They hadn’t been permitted to go out into the city or even out into the garden. Ever since the last midmonth opportunity to visit Tavran had gone and passed, they had been stuck inside. Sam kept waiting for word to get out, but the instructors had been quiet. Sam had gone to Havash a few times but never found him in his room again. He had attempted to try to catch him after alchemy class, but Havash had always rushed off.

      It was enough to tell him—along with everyone else—that something was going on, and with the uncertainty around it, most of the students within the Academy had started to talk. There was one thing that the instructors certainly couldn’t inhibit. When the students started spreading rumors, they continue to spread. How could they not when everyone had no idea what was going on?

      Where Sam and Tara had disagreed was what they needed to be doing. Sam was of the opinion that they needed to continue researching, try to find a way to get access to the reserve section of the library, and figure out some way inside in order to uncover the almanac, while Tara wanted them to involve the instructors more.

      He found himself heading toward the library’s desk. He looked to the iron door with the symbols on it behind the desk. One of the symbols was the same as he’d seen in the Alchemy tower.

      Muriel was there. She looked up as Sam approached. “What do you need?”

      “I don’t suppose you can tell me what’s been going on?”

      She frowned. Muriel was an Academy graduate, though she had only been out of the Academy for a few years, according to Tara. She had stayed in the library, working with the master librarians. That was about all that Sam really knew about her.

      “Nothing more than you, I suppose.”

      “They don’t let you out into the city, either?”

      She frowned again. “There’s no need to go out into the city. Not with what we’ve experienced out there, anyhow.”

      “What exactly have we experienced?”

      He didn’t really expect her to share anything, but it was an opportunity for him to look at the door behind her and try to figure out if there might be something that he could tell from it.

      “Just some protesters,” she said, waving her hand and turning her attention back to the book on the desk. “The council will have it taken care of in no time.”

      Sam regarded the door. They had visited after hours several times and had not been able to figure out a way to open it.

      When he had suggested to Tara that he might see if Muriel could help, she had been irritated, much more so than he would’ve expected.

      “Yes?” she asked, looking up at him again.

      “I’m just curious about some of the other works in the library.”

      “And what works are those?”

      “Well, the library has an extensive collection,” he said, waving behind him, “and I’ve been working through it as much as I can, but there have to be some books that are off-limits to students. Especially lately.”

      He wasn’t sure if she’d grasp what he implied about books disappearing, but she did. Immediately.

      Muriel straightened, clasping her hands together. “There are works that are not available to you, that’s correct.”

      “Such as the ones in that room?”

      Muriel looked behind her briefly. “There are only a few who have access to that,” she said. “You need the right key.”

      “Of course.”

      “Otherwise, as long as you can read, you aren’t restricted from what you have access to. Besides, there are plenty of volumes here to occupy your time with, Sam. If you need somebody to show you around the library…”

      He smiled, and he could practically feel Tara watching from somewhere behind him. “No. That’s quite alright.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      He headed back to the alcoves, where Tara was waiting for him.

      “She said that you need the key to get into the restricted section,” he whispered.

      Her gaze flickered to his hand. “You don’t think it’s that, do you?”

      “I hadn’t,” Sam said. He figured that they’d have to find someone to open it for them, but what if he had an actual alchemy key? “She said only a few people were granted access. And it seems to me that there would have to be some reason for that.”

      She looked past him, before resting her elbows on the table, staring for a moment. “There might be someone I could ask,” she said. “But it’s going to be a challenge.”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s one of my advanced classes, and I think that if I swing the questions the right way…”

      “You mean the Secundum.”

      She looked over to him. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I know that he teaches advanced angulation, and you’ve been disappearing in the evenings at times, so if he is the one who teaches you…”

      “He’s been working with a small subset of students.”

      “Gresham?”

      “You don’t have to act like that,” Tara said. “He is skilled, after all, and as much as it pains me to acknowledge it, I can’t deny that he knows his angulation.” She shook her head again. “But maybe the Secundum could help. I can ask him when I go to my class later.”

      “See what he has to say, but don’t let them know what you’re looking for.”

      She arched a brow at him. “I think I know how to ask questions.”

      He smiled, chuckling. “Why don’t we meet back here later?”

      Sam returned to his studies while Tara worked on hers. When the seventh bell rang, she got up. Sam debated saying longer, but without Tara here, maybe he didn’t really need to. Besides, there were other things he could be doing. If he could get into the Study Hall, maybe he could explore more of the alchemy section, even though they hadn’t found anything there. They headed out of the library. Muriel watched him leave with Tara, nodding politely to him, though the expression she gave Tara was something different.

      “What’s that about?” Sam asked.

      “Oh, it’s nothing. She just doesn’t like that I bested her scores.”

      “You did?”

      “And then you came along and bested mine,” Tara said. “At least on the first exams. It might not happen with subsequent ones.”

      “I wasn’t trying to—”

      Tara started laughing and moved toward the instructor's quarters. “You don’t have to worry about that. I want somebody to do better than me. It pushes me. Now I know how much harder I have to work. Anyway, I need to go to my advanced angulation seminar. I will find you later.”

      Sam smiled, and he headed back toward the tolath tower. He had reached the landing where he could go into the Study Hall when he heard voices on the stairs. Sam changed his mind and started up. He didn’t want to get caught opening the Study Hall before he was supposed to.

      When he reached the fourth-year level, there were a pair of students at the end of the hall that he saw talking, Gabe and Jesmine. They paused and then returned to their conversation. Sam shrugged his way back up to his room. He found James in the hall speaking to Lacey. He nodded to Sam, but Lacey ignored him.

      Sam stepped into his room, and gathered the alchemy books from beneath his bed, and started to go through the book. There had to be something there. The challenge was in trying to find those answers and trying to understand what was there so he could come up with something. That seemed to be the key, but the problem was that he didn’t know if there was anything more.

      He grew increasingly agitated. Every so often, he felt as if he detected thunder, even though there had been no sense of it in the tolath tower before. When a knock came on his door, he stuffed the alchemy books back under his mattress and pulled open the door.

      It was James.

      He smiled sheepishly. “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “I saw the way that she looked at you.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” Sam said. “She’s not the first person to treat me like that.”

      James snorted. “Well, I wanted to apologize. With you spending as much time with Tara as you have, I’ve been preoccupied. I’ve been talking to Lacey and Grace, and…” He shook his head. “Anyway. Lacey was telling me that students might be sent from the Academy soon.”

      Sam frowned. “What?”

      “It’s just rumor,” James said, waving his hand. “Nothing more than that. At least, I don’t think it’s anything more than that? I’ve sent word to my parents, but these days, it’s hard to get anything outside of the Academy walls. I suppose those who’re better connected might know more.”

      He meant Tara, but if Tara had known something, she would’ve said it.

      “What are you hearing?”

      “Oh, probably just rumors. Some people are talking about what’s going on in the city. They say the Academy is the target. And given what happened to the alchemy tower, they don’t want any of the other towers being impacted.”

      “What’s going to happen then?”

      “I don’t know. They might send us away, they might bring us someplace safe to study, or they might just shut the Academy for a while.”

      For anybody else, that wasn’t much of an issue. For him and for his sister, it was a much bigger deal. They didn’t have any place to go.

      Not that he could tell anyone that.

      Maybe Havash could help, but if he’d failed at protecting the Academy, there wasn’t going to be anything that Havash would do.

      He needed to find what Ferand was after. Sam was going to have to work quickly. If he wanted to keep his sister—and himself—safe, it was going to involve coming up with answers.

      He knew what he was going to have to do. Get back into the library, figure out a way to open the restricted section. Find the almanac. And that would be the key to the kind of alchemy that would protect the Academy.

      “A couple of us are going to the great hall to game later,” James was saying. “If you want to join…”

      Sam blinked. “I was going to meet with Tara and study.”

      James started to smile. “Study?” He winked. “Good luck with that.”

      James turned away, and Sam closed the door. A part of him felt a little regret at not revealing anything more to James. At this point, once James learned the truth about Sam, it was going to be much harder on Sam. He had a hard time thinking that James would be able to forgive him.

      But maybe there wasn’t going to be anything for him to forgive if they were all sent away from the Academy.

      When he thought it was late enough, Sam slipped out of his room, headed down the stairs, checking to make sure that there was no one around him. He reached the entrance to the Study Hall and opened the door.

      He stepped inside. Sam waited for a moment, and then he headed toward the library. He didn’t know if Tara would be there at this point. He didn’t know how long her advanced angulation class would take.

      He was heading toward it when he heard a sudden explosion.

      It was loud, and it was not in the location that he expected.

      It seemed to come from outside of the Study Hall, and Sam paused. He couldn’t easily escape from the Study Hall from where he was, so he debated which way he needed to go.

      There was one place that he thought that he could take.

      He hurried toward the kitchen. When he stepped out of the closet, he paused at the door, listening. It was late, and hopefully late enough that he wouldn’t see any of the kitchen help, but as he pushed open the door, he found a massive, baldheaded figure stacking items long one counter.

      Okun turned and looked at Sam.

      “What are you… You.”

      Sam pushed the closet door closed behind him, and he regarded Okun for a long moment. “Hello?”

      Okun frowned at him. “Aren’t you a first-year student?” He glanced past Sam before looking back at him. Sam nodded. “What are you doing in there?”

      “I sort of came across it with a friend.”

      Okun snorted. “Not many know about them.”

      “You do?”

      “There aren’t too many things that happen in my kitchen that I don’t know about. Can’t say I know where they go, but I know it exists.”

      “I heard something. Thunder or…” Sam said.

      Okun shook his head. “There’s been quite a few of them. The professors keep talking about it. Someone tried to break in and all, but no way to do so, of course.”

      “No way?”

      “The building is too stout. Secure, you know.”

      “But I heard—”

      “Probably nothing more than someone working on their alchemy,” he said. “At least, that was what I used to hear all the time. Nowadays…”

      “What?”

      “Well, it’s been quiet. Every so often, you might hear something, but for the most part, the building has been quiet.”

      Alchemy.

      Could that be what he was hearing?

      “Don’t go do anything that’s going to get you into trouble. I kind of liked you. You were the only one who spent any time in the kitchen.”

      “I’m sorry didn’t come back.”

      “Didn’t expect you to.”

      “Still,” Sam said.

      He stepped back in the closet, triggered the door, and once he reached the hallway, he noticed a pale greenish light. It hadn’t been there when he had come to the kitchen the first place, but it was growing brighter.

      He was tempted to head back out of the hall, make his way back into the kitchen, and from there, he could return to… Where?

      Sam had no idea where he could go. At this point, the only thing that he knew was that something had taken place here.

      Alchemy. He was certain of it. He reached the section leading down into the alchemy tower. The brightness of the light was growing even deeper.

      Sam debated what he wanted to do. Stay or get help?

      He decided to do the smart thing. It was time to get help.
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      When he stepped out of the Study Hall, he looked up the stairs for a moment, but only a moment. From there, he hurried back down. Sam needed Havash.

      By the time he reached the instructor's hallway, he had felt a trembling around him several times. Enough that he no longer felt as if it were safe. Even more reason for him to get Havash involved.

      He rounded a corner and practically ran into the Secundum.

      “Mr. Bilson. Were you doing out at this time of night?”

      Sam debated how much to share with him. At this point, he needed help. The Secundum had been helpful to him in the past and had been kind, as well. Why shouldn’t he ask him for help?

      “There’s something going on in the alchemy tower,” he said.

      The Secundum frowned. “What?”

      “The explosions. There’s something going on. I can show you, but…” He squeezed his eyes shut. Tara would be angry with him, but with the heavy green light that was there, Sam believed that there was something dangerous.

      He hurried down the hall. There had to be some access to the Study Hall here, but Sam didn’t know where it was. He had no idea where any of it was, only that he believed there had to be something.

      He raced down the stairs. When he reached the entrance to the alchemy tower, the Secundum shook his head.

      “It is not safe for students to go down there.”

      “I know it’s not,” Sam said, his mind racing as he tried to come up with an answer.

      He didn’t have a good answer. He didn’t know what he could say but thought that maybe there would be something.

      “I was visiting with a friend of mine. She was with you earlier.”

      “I see. You’re friends with Tara Stone. Like minds, and all that.”

      Sam nodded. “I was supposed to meet her, but I saw greenish light coming from the alchemy tower. I don’t know what’s going on. Between that, the explosions, and whatever is happening out in the city…”

      The Secundum frowned at him. “You saw this?”

      Sam nodded.

      “And who else is aware of the greenish light that you’ve seen?”

      Sam licked his lips. “Only Tara. We shouldn’t have been looking into it, but…”

      “If there’s something taking place in the alchemy tower,” he said, and from the way that he said, it didn’t seem to Sam as if he believed him, “we will need students to be safe. The towers are as protected as possible.”

      Sam nodded.

      He watched as the Secundum started toward the door.

      He started whistling.

      Sam froze. There was something in that tune he whistled that struck him as familiar. It was a strange sound, which made hearing it again that much more peculiar. Sam had heard it before.

      It took him a moment to realize where he heard it. Ferand.

      He looked at the Secundum, his mouth going dry.

      The Secundum paused at the door leading down to the alchemy tower, still whistling. He looked back, only to see Sam standing motionless. He started glowing with the pale light of the arcane arts.

      “Sam?” the Secundum asked. “Can you tell me where you saw this greenish light?” The Secundum still had his back turned to Sam, and he was whistling the same tune.

      Sam swallowed, trying to force down the nausea that worked through him. “It was down in the alchemy tower.”

      “That is what you said, but can you show me?”

      “It’s not safe,” Sam said. “The Grandam said that students weren’t permitted down there.”

      The normal warm expression in his eyes shifted. It had been replaced by something else. Something darker. More dangerous.

      “When you said that you saw colors, I should have pieced it together before now. And with your cleverness, it would be fitting. Of course, it would,” he said, though it was mostly to himself.

      “What is?” Sam asked, looking along the hallway, swallowing hard.

      He started to think about how he might be able to escape.

      But there didn’t look to be any place for him to go.

      He shifted and then squeezed his hand around the key.

      “You’re the one who took the device, aren’t you?” the secundum said.

      His voice was quiet, but it seemed impossibly loud in Sam’s ears. “I didn’t take anything,” Sam said.

      The secundum strode forward, moving far faster than what Sam thought that he was able to. When he reached him, the pale white light began to build off of him. It was powerful.

      And Sam reacted.

      He held up his hand, pointing the key at the Secundum.

      The Secundum just smiled. “There it is. Do you know how long we’ve looked for it? And it was a student, not one of the Kal cursed alchemists hiding from us.”

      “You’re with Ferand?”

      “With him? Why, he’s my brother.”

      He glanced behind Sam, and Sam focused, readying the pattern.

      “And we were so close to having it until you surprised him. He thought it was…” The Secundum turned back to Sam, shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter what he thought. He was wrong. Just a student. A clever one, but still just a student. And here I had thought that you might be underpowered as you have not demonstrated any real talent with the Arcane Arts according to your instructors. But perhaps it isn’t the Arcane Arts at all that you have the talent with, is it?”

      He took a step toward Sam, and the flashing white around him began to glow.

      Sam readied. He had to use the key.

      “Now that we have the key, along with someone who is obviously well-equipped to use it, we will finally obtain the lock. And then all of this disruption can be put to rest.”

      “You’re just after power,” Sam said.

      The Secundum chuckled. “Power? Why, you don’t even know what you have, do you? No. Of course not. What you have is a way to understanding something greater, though they won’t reveal that to you, of course. Then again, they can’t reveal anything anymore. My brother saw to that. They refused to make the bargain necessary for us to know real strength. Others of us see the folly in that.”

      None of this made sense to him.

      “All of this was to gain access to this?” Sam asked, holding up his hand.

      “They have hidden it. They claim they were protecting it and refused to even acknowledge its existence, but we know. Oh, we know. And now it will go back to its rightful owners.”

      Sam squeezed his hand around it, backing away.

      The Secundum began to trace patterns. They were quick and heavily crisscrossed with power.

      Sam reacted. He squeezed his hand around the device and let power explode from it. Unlike with Ferand, when it seemed as if the power within it caused him to tumble back, this time, it did nothing.

      It seemed as if the Secundum merely waved his hand, and the blast of greenish energy Sam used dissipated into nothingness.

      The Secundum smiled. “Interesting that you would think that would work on me.”

      “So Havash isn’t with you?”

      At the mention of Havash, the Secundum’s face turned downward. “He nearly disrupted these plans.” He took another step toward Sam, and he raised his hand. He began to trace a pattern, power beginning to build.

      Sam braced himself when the door to the kitchen came open.

      Okun looked at the Secundum, glanced to Sam, and frowned.

      “Get back,” Sam said.

      Okun sniffed, and he started toward the Secundum.

      The Secundum brought his hands together, and a maze of pale white lines formed. He pushed it out at Okun.

      It slammed into the cook but then washed away, a hint of pale green exploding off of him and washing free.

      “Go,” Okun said, not looking to Sam. “Seems we finally uncovered a traitor.”

      The Secundum regarded Okun. “Hiding in the kitchen?”

      “Not hiding. Watching,” Okun said. He turned to Sam again. “Go. Don’t make me tell you again.”

      “You can’t—”

      “I can. You can’t.”

      Sam watched, and a faint tracing of green began to build from Okun.

      It was similar to what he’d seen from Chasten during Sam’s testing and similar to what he’d seen in the halls. Had it been Okun?

      Alchemy.

      “Get Havash,” Okun demanded.

      That was all the warning Sam needed. Okun was with Havash.

      And the Secundum had attempted to attack Sam.

      He started down the hall when he noticed another burst of pale white light.

      Not that way. Sam turned, raced into the kitchen, into the closet, triggered the door open. He hesitated. There was a glowing greenish light.

      Whatever was happening was happening now. He raced along the hall, heading toward the entrance to the Study Hall when he nearly collided with Tara.

      “Sam? What is—”

      Sam didn’t allow her to finish. “It’s the Secundum. He’s with Ferand.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. You have met him, haven’t you?”

      “I know how it sounds, but it’s Ferand’s brother. And he wants the key.” Sam held his hand out, and he motioned toward the kitchen. “And there is a cook from the kitchen who is tied into alchemy, and—”

      “I get it,” Tara said. Raising her hands and cutting him off. “Something happened.”

      “We need to get the almanac,” he said.

      “Let’s go.”

      He frowned to himself. “I… I don’t think we can. We need to get the almanac, but we also need to get Havash.”

      She frowned. “Do you trust him?”

      “I wasn’t sure. But he’s been looking into things, and the Secundum doesn’t care for him very much. That, and Okun wanted me to get him.”

      “And Okun is the—”

      “Alchemist.”

      Tara bit her lip. “We need to split up, then.”

      “I don’t like it,” Sam said, shaking his head.

      “You get the almanac. If you think that you can.”

      “I have to try. I know where to look.”

      “I can go get Havash. I can alert the other instructors, as well.” The entire Academy building trembled again. “Well, we might need to act quickly,” Tara said.

      “Go,” Sam said.

      She leaned toward him, wrapping him in a quick hug, and then stepped back. “Don’t die. It’s been a while since I had somebody to talk to.”

      He swallowed. It was more than just him not dying. He needed to protect the Academy. This was going to be his sister’s home.

      He raced forward.

      When he reached the entrance to the library, Sam paused only a moment to trigger the opening. He looked around, thankful that the library was darkened, and then hurried toward the door.

      There was nobody there.

      The library was dark, quiet, and he was thankful for that.

      He looked at the symbol on the door. Was the same one that he had seen in the alchemy tower, in the hidden storage room, and the same symbol that he knew was somehow tied to the almanac. Now Sam had only to get inside, and he could figure out why the others wanted it.

      He would have to protect it somehow.

      Or Havash or anyone else would have to protect it.

      He heard a door open. Somebody was coming into the library.

      Sam looked at the door. Tara had tried to use the arcane arts on it, trying to force it open, but nothing at work. But he was one who had a key, wasn’t he?

      Sam hurried toward the door, and he pressed his hand up against it. There came a flowing of cold, and then the door began to glow with a greenish light.

      It was so fast that it startled him. Then it slid off to the side.

      The other side of it was a narrow hall.

      Sam hurried inside and closed the door behind him.

      Once there, he couldn’t see a thing.

      He looked around and focused on the key, pushing outward, trying to trigger it.

      When he did, there came a burst of greenish light. It started to glow, tracing a faint form of energy around him. Sam used that, and he searched for anything that would reveal what was here.

      He found the door.

      Not just one, but a line of them. A hidden part of the library.

      Five doors. Each of them made out of iron, and each of them with different symbols upon them. He had to figure out which one to open. Which symbol would be the one that he needed to use?

      He thought about what he was looking for. An almanac. Not just that, but alchemy almanac. What he needed, then, was to trace down the type of symbol that would be similar to alchemy.

      He hurried along the hall, but he still couldn’t see much. It was too faint.

      He continued to move his hand in the same pattern that he had before, causing that greenish light to explode. Each time that he did it, he focused on one of the doors, searching for some way for him to find the answer and a way past.

      Distantly, he heard another explosion. It was a deep, steady sort of trembling.

      It was building. Sam had to work quickly.

      He had no idea who else had been coming to the library, but if they knew that he had the key…

      Another explosion thundered.

      This one was closer.

      Sam focused again, keeping his gaze locked on the wall.

      When he triggered the key again, he found a symbol. It was the third door in. The center one. And as he saw it, he realized something.

      All of the doors shared symbols of alchemy.

      Two of them were for books he’d seen. The other three were not. But the door in the middle, the one that he had just seen, had shown a glimpse of other symbols of alchemy.

      Sam looked at the key, brought it up to the door, and focused on trying to activate it. He tried to do something, but nothing happened.

      Sam pulled his hand back, looking down at it. How was it going to work?

      Explosion thundered again.

      It was in the library. He was certain of it.

      Sam brought his hand back to the door.

      It had to work. He had the key, didn’t he?

      He focused, trying to figure out what he had done before in order to cause the device to trigger. He pushed his hand forward.

      Nothing happened.

      Sam pounded on the door with his other hand. “Why won’t you work?”

      A distant voice came to him.

      Zero tenet.

      Because he didn’t believe.

      It was tied to what he had been learning all along but in a different way than what he had studied.

      Sam had to believe.

      That was going to be the key.

      He focused.

      As he did, he pushed his hand out again, thought about what he had read. He had gone through countless books in the library. So many on angulation, on mathematics, botany, on chemistry, and a hundred different books on alchemy.

      This was alchemy. And Sam understood it. He could do this.

      He believed.

      He felt the pressure up against the door. He felt the strangeness within the key.

      And then light began to build.
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      Sam pushed open the door.

      It came open slowly, gradually, and then he looked inside.

      It was small, no larger than the closet he’d found in the alchemy tower, and there were about a dozen different books.

      The pale light that had faded from the door was no longer enough for him to be able to see much, and Sam focused on the device in his hand, and he pushed the same triggering energy out of it, trying to think about what he had done before. When he did, there came a burst of green.

      It illuminated the room. It was a pale green light, and it dispersed, hovering long enough for Sam to look at the books that were here. Most of them looked old, and he grabbed the nearest one to him, finding that it looked no different than many of the alchemy books he’d read in the library.

      When he saw a reference to the almanac, he realized that he didn’t have the right one. The pale greenish light continued to fade. Sam hurriedly grabbed for another book, and he pushed on the device, trying to trigger it again.

      As before, the glow burst, illuminating the room with the greenish light, enough that Sam could make out the details on the page. This was another older book, and he flipped through it until he saw another reference for the almanac.

      Not this one, either.

      He set it down and realized he wasn’t going to have time to go through each of the books, regardless of how much he wanted to.

      Distantly, he heard thundering in the building.

      It was a trembling, steady and cascading, rising with intensity the longer that he stayed in place. He could feel that sound building around him.

      He could hear something within it.

      He pushed on the device again, activating it, and when he did, he saw more of the room.

      At that moment, Sam focused. Which of the books might this be? One of them had to be the almanac. And as the light began to fade, he locked onto one of them. It was slightly larger than the rest, and it had a leather strap that closed the cover.

      As he lifted it, he tried to open it, but the strap didn’t come free.

      Sam looked down at his hand.

      It was the key, wasn’t it?

      He pressed it up against the cover.

      When he had triggered the door open, Sam had needed to focus, to find some way to call upon the power that was within him so that he could convince the device to open. It was about belief.

      He might not have the power of the arcane arts, and if he did have anything, it was subtle, but what he had was belief.

      In himself, certainly, but also in alchemy.

      If there was one thing that Sam had always appreciated, it was alchemy.

      He held the key down on the book, and he focused, feeling something surging from his hand. It happened slowly, causing a pale greenish light to flow from the palm of his hand, from the device, and into the almanac.

      The leather cover began to shift, like gears twisting across the surface before the strap sprung free.

      Sam pulled the book open. There were still enough of the pale greenish light in the room that he was able to make out the pages. He expected something similar to what he’d seen in the other books. A list of ingredients, ways of mixing it, and perhaps something even more profound, but what he wasn’t expecting was a series of symbols.

      Unreadable symbols.

      Several of them reminded him of the symbols that he’d seen on other books, but there wasn’t a sequence to them that he could piece together.

      This was the almanac?

      He felt fairly certain that it was, especially as there didn’t seem to be anything else that might be the almanac, but if that was the case, why would they be written like this?

      Unless the alchemists had some other way of translating it.

      Of course, they would. Sam couldn’t. He wasn’t an alchemist. Even though he might have access to the book, he wasn’t an alchemist.

      As he stood wishing he had more answers, he heard his name called.

      Tara?

      He tucked the book under his arm, and he headed toward the first door, poking his head out. There was nothing.

      

      Sam headed to the main door, and he pushed it open, pausing.

      A figure stood on the other side of the desk. “Tara?”

      He stepped out, and only then did he realize that there were two others on the other side of the desk. One of them was Muriel, and she was glowing with the power of the Arcane Arts, with lines of energy crisscrossing in front of her. She was facing Tara, and it seemed like Tara was using some pattern to hold her back.

      “Muriel? What are you doing?” Sam took a step forward, keeping the almanac tucked under his arm. “I know that we shouldn’t be here, but there has been an attack—”

      “They know there’s been an attack,” Tara said through gritted teeth. “And they’re both a part of it.”

      Sam looked over to see Muriel shifting her attention, and her eyes widened slightly when she took in the almanac in his arm.

      “He has it,” she called out.

      “See?” Tara said.

      Muriel tried to take a step toward him, but whatever Tara was using managed to hold her back, but Sam wondered how long that would be the case? Tara was just one person, and there were two masters of the Arcane Arts on the other side of her. From what Tara had said, Muriel was skilled, so she would be able to do more than most.

      And that wasn’t to say anything about the other one that was there. He had on the deep gray robes of the master instructors. Sam had seen him around the Academy, though he didn’t know his name.

      He focused on the device. He triggered it, pushing power outward. When it slammed into Muriel, it threw her back, and she crashed into a table behind her.

      He spun and did the same to the other man, who went flying away, landing in a heap.

      Tara breathed out, and she turned to Sam. “Thanks. What I was doing wasn’t as easy as it looks.”

      “It didn’t look easy at all.” He looked around the library. There were other surges of pale white light suggesting that there were more users of the Arcane Arts around him. “What is going on?”

      “I went for Havash like you suggested, but he wasn’t there. And when I came in here, I heard other people in the Study Hall, and…” She shook her head. “It’s not good, Sam. With all of the attack, the Academy is getting evacuated. We aren’t supposed to be here. They won’t know that we are.”

      “That’s what they want,” he said. “Getting the Academy evacuated would let them access the almanac.”

      “Well, it worked,” Tara said.

      She spun and spread her hands off to the side of her, suddenly glowing brightly. Another sheet of crisscrossing patterns formed in front of her. It blocked something that burst toward them. Sam pushed outward, and a blast of the pale greenish light exploded from his palm, slamming into the attacker coming at them.

      Sam didn’t recognize the man, but he fell.

      Tara grabbed his hand, and they both darted toward the back of the library. He looked over to see that Muriel had already gotten up and disappeared.

      “Well,” Tara said. “Any thoughts here?”

      “I think we went the wrong way,” Sam said. “We probably should have gone back toward the entrance and out.”

      “I don’t think there is any way to get out,” she said. “I tried, but the door was locked, and I told you that they had people in the Study Hall.”

      They reached their usual alcove, and Sam took a deep breath. They were trapped.

      “We can make a run for it,” Sam said. He looked up, noting that there were pulses of pale white light all around the library. “I can track where they are.”

      “What makes you think that they can’t do the same with you?”

      “They can’t see the light,” he said.

      “What if it’s something else?”

      He didn’t get a chance to counter. There came another burst, and this time, a voice followed it.

      “I feel him,” a hoarse voice said. Ferand. “Near the Annex.”

      Sam grabbed Tara’s hand. He saw an opening in front of them, and he darted in between the stacks of shelves, only to be caught from behind by some blast of power that sent them both stumbling forward. Books came crumbling down from the shelves, piling up around them. Sam scrambled forward, pulling on Tara’s hand, dragging her with him.

      He popped up between the shelves, he saw two others.

      From there, he couldn’t tell where else to go.

      He hurried forward. He looked for openings in the pale white light, ones that would suggest there wasn’t going to be an attacker there, and he twisted, only be caught again. This time, he felt it in front of him. Sam reacted, punching forward, triggering the key, and a burst of the greenish light exploded from his palm, slamming out from him, striking somebody.

      He stepped out from the stacks. The table in front of him, and Muriel, along with another user of the Arcane Arts, stood across from them. They blocked them from reaching the entrance to the library.

      “All we want is the almanac,” Muriel said, panting slightly, eyes wild. “Once you give it over to us, we’ll let you go.”

      He could feel Tara tensing. “That’s all you want?”

      He turned slightly, enough that he could see flashes of white behind him. They weren’t going to have much time. It felt as if it were closing around him. How many were here?

      “Just the almanac,” she said. “You don’t even know what you’ve gotten yourself into,” Muriel said. “I’ll convince them to let you go.”

      “We need to keep moving,” Tara said.

      “I know,” Sam whispered.

      He took a step toward Tara before spinning, and he pushed out again, activating the key. Another bloom of greenish light exploded, and Muriel reacted, creating some crisscrossing sheet of power in front of her.

      But Sam hadn’t targeted her. He had targeted the other person.

      The burst of green slammed into him.

      When Muriel frowned, the sheet of pale white hesitated, flickering, and then Tara struck, using her own blast of angulated power. Sam wasn’t entirely sure what she did. That wasn’t the kind of angulation that he had learned before, but he followed what Tara did with his own burst coming off of the key. When it struck, it shattered the shielding around Muriel and sent her flying backward. Tara created another sheet of angulated power and spread it out across Muriel, anchoring it to the ground.

      “I told you I never liked her,” Tara spat, shaking her head.

      Sam snorted. “Let’s get out of here.”

      They headed toward the entrance to the library, and behind him, Sam saw a burst of light. But it wasn’t just what he could see. He felt something as well. It was a faint tugging on the key as if someone were trying to activate it.

      It wasn’t glowing, so it wasn’t activated, though he could feel some pressure and a tingling in his palm. It felt as if the rings around each of his fingers were constricting some way.

      Tara pulled on him. “We need to move,” she said.

      Sam looked behind him. All of this because of what?

      There came an explosion, and one of the shelves tips, books going scattering everywhere. There was another and another shelf tipped over, more books flying all over. Everywhere was chaos. Everywhere was destruction.

      All for this for one book?

      How powerful was it? It was just a jumble of symbols.

      “We could just leave it,” he said.

      “I told you that already,” she said.

      “I just feel like we don’t need this. We don’t need any of this. And if we can stop it…”

      The door came open just as they were nearing the entrance to the library. Two more approached. One of them was the Secundum.

      Sam didn’t have much time to even think through his options. He reacted, going on instinct.

      Sam blasted, using another burst coming off of the key, but the Secundum shed it with no more difficulty than he had the last time. As it washed away, he strode forward.

      “Tara,” Sam said, “tell me you have something that you can do?”

      “What can I use against him?” Tara asked, her voice soft. “He’s the one that’s been teaching me.”

      “Anything that you might have learned that he wasn’t teaching you?”

      She inhaled sharply. “Just this.”

      Sam wasn’t sure exactly what she did, but he noticed her surge with pale white light, and then power exploded, blasting out toward the Secundum, creating what looked like a layer of energy that streamed outward. He grabbed Tara’s hand, spinning, and racing toward the Study Hall. If they could get there…

      It was blocked. There were three others there.

      Sam blasted at one, and it caught, connecting in their stomach, doubling him over, but the other two came toward him, glowing brightly. And he looked toward the other sections of the library, realizing that they weren’t going to be able to escape.

      He looked over to Tara, taking her hand, backing toward the wall.

      They could fight, but it wouldn’t matter. At this point, it was just a matter of time before they closed in upon them.
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      Sam looked over to Tara. “I’m sorry that I get you involved in this,” he said.

      All around him, there were crackling explosions. Pale white energy built, dozens of different crisscrossing lines, all of it angrily and that Sam could see but could do nothing about.

      Tara looked over to him, taking his hand. She squeezed it. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I should’ve known better,” he said. “I shouldn’t have…” He didn’t know. He shouldn’t have done any of this.

      Another blast struck, strewing books toward him.

      The only thought that came to him was that the librarians were going to be angry at the destruction within the library. Not that it mattered any longer.

      He and Tara backed away. She was glowing brightly, power flowing from her.

      A figure came toward them. Sam couldn’t tell who it was, only that there was menace within them. They were using crisscrossing lines of the Arcane Arts, the pale white glowing, though not with any warmth. Most of the time, when Sam saw the glowing of the Arcane Arts, he found it almost comforting. Not now.

      They backed up against the wall. Tara kept moving her hands, trying to push outward, but he could sense from the tension in her jaw that she wasn’t succeeding.

      “These are all masters of the Arcane Arts,” she said. “And I’m still a student,” she muttered.

      “It’s not your—”

      A shout rang out.

      Followed by a blast of energy greater than Sam had seen before.

      Then Havash strode in. The man’s gaze swept around the library, taking in Sam and Tara, and then the figure across from Sam. His eyes narrowed. He reached into his pocket and tossed something toward the man. It exploded with a cloud of greenish light.

      Sam coughed, trying to see through the light, but he couldn’t. A hand grabbed him, pulling him back.

      “Where is it?” Havash demanded.

      “Havash?” asked Sam.

      “There’s no time. Where is the book?”

      “You mean the almanac?”

      He could see Havash’s face contort in the greenish light. “Where is it?”

      Power blasted from Tara in a white light. She grunted. “I can hold him a little while…”

      Sam gripped the almanac. He couldn’t use it. It was far too complicated.

      Havash threw his hand out from his side, and there was another explosion of light and power. Two other figures came toward them, both of them glowing.

      Sam pointed, and Havash spun, tossing to alchemical devices toward them. They burst with a glowing white and greenish light, and there was a shout of pain.

      Sam thrust the book toward Havash when he turned back to him. “Here. I’m sorry, Havash, I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s probably for the best that you found it.” His gaze darted to Sam’s hand, and he shook his head. “More than just smart,” Havash muttered. “Press your hand onto the cover.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      Sam pressed his hand to the book’s cover.

      Havash grabbed his wrist and moved it away. “Your other hand.”

      Sam placed the hand with the device onto the book and held it there. Power flowed out, though it wasn’t power that Sam controlled. Much like when Ben had forced the device to trigger, Havash did the same thing now. That energy rolled away from him—and into the book.

      “Very good.” Havash flipped the book open, letting Sam still hold onto it. “Read this section.”

      “I can’t read it. The symbols—”

      “Read it. When I draw them closer, I want you to focus on Ben and Ferand. I will give you a signal for you to use when you reach the end of the passage.”

      Another pair of figures came close, and Havash tossed two more devices at them. When they exploded, the greenish light diffused around them, before the man collapsed.

      The sound of chaos within the library began to fade.

      Havash strode forward.

      “You won’t be able to stop this,” the Secundum said, making his way toward Havash. “You have never been able to stop this. Even the great Tabolath failed.”

      “If he had failed, you would have obtained the key long ago. But you didn’t. A student did.”

      “Something I intend to rectify.”

      Another figure approached behind Ben.

      Ferand.

      “Any time now, Samran,” Havash said.

      Sam looked down at the book, started shaking his head. “I won’t be able to read it,” he said, looking over to Tara. “The writing is all strange. Symbols and that sort of thing. I don’t know what Havash wants me to…”

      Sam had looked down while he was talking and realized that something about the book had changed. The symbols and the strange writing weren’t there anymore. Now he could read the words.

      Sam looked over to Havash, who had several items in his hands, each of them glowing. Whatever the Secundum did seemed to overpower the magic Havash used.

      Read. Focus. He looked at the book, reading it. As soon as he did, he thought he understood. Had he not read as much as he had in the time that he’d been in the Academy, Sam wasn’t sure that he would even understand it at all. Alchemy was one thing, but this was something else. This was alchemy mixed with angulation. Arcane Arts.

      But it was not anything Sam could use.

      Tara, on the other hand, could.

      “I’m going to need your help,” he said to Tara.

      “With reading?”

      “With the angulation part of this.”

      She looked down at the book and frowned. “I can’t read anything. It is just symbols!”

      “I think whatever I did—or what Havash had me do—changed the book so I could read it. Now there’s something. It talks about using power in a specific way. If I read the instructions, can you do it?”

      Tara looked up at him and nodded.

      Sam started reading. As he did, pale white power grew from Tara while she followed his instructions. It was angulation, but it was far more complicated than anything that he had ever read, which meant that it was probably more complicated than Tara had ever seen.

      Tara gasped as she pulled on that power. “I’ve never even considered using it like this. I can see the pattern, though, and I can…”

      Read. Focus.

      He had to read, but it seemed he also had to focus. He looked at the Secundum as he fought with Havash. The power Tara built started to swirl away, heading toward the Secundum. Sam kept his focus on the Secundum, watching him as he battled Havash and the power leaked toward him. The energy was building with considerable strength.

      “Are you almost done?” Tara’s words were clipped and strained.

      “I don’t know. He said to wait until his signal.”

      And he had to find Ferand.

      There was a growl and a flash of the pale white light. There.

      Sam turned so that he could see both brothers. Much like the Secundum, Ferand faced someone, battling him. At first, Sam wasn’t sure who it was, thinking that maybe it was Okun, but they were too slender for the heavyset cook.

      “Any time now, Sam,” Havash said, his voice strained.

      Power surged from Tara, washing outward. A sense of the mixed light swirled around both the Secundum and Ferand. It settled there, slowly rolling away.

      Sam continued reading. When he reached the end of the section, the light started to shift. To thicken.

      “What’s happening with it?” Tara asked. “This isn’t anything I’ve ever done.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. He was just as clueless.

      The power surged again and then solidified. As soon as it did, the attacks ceased.

      The Secundum and Ferand were trapped, solidified pale white light holding them in place. Sam looked down at the book, and Tara leaned over, sweat pouring down her brow.

      “Was that it?” she whispered.

      “That was it. You did well,” Havash said, approaching him.

      Sam looked up. “We did well with what?”

      Havash swept his gaze around the room. “You may come out.”

      The other figure approached, and Sam recognized Chasten.

      “You,” Sam said.

      Chasten tipped his head, and he smiled. “You had to synthesize more than you realize, didn’t you?”

      “Did you know?”

      He glanced over to Havash. “I have suspected that you had more potential than Havash believed when he first brought you here. He thought you would simply be his insider, but then you proved yourself. And continued to do so.” He looked over to Havash. “Have I made my point?”

      “What point?” Sam asked.

      

      “What do you propose we do with them?” Chasten asked, motioning to the Secundum and Ferand. With the light holding them, they weren’t able to move. Neither of them struggled. It was almost as if they were frozen. Others lay motionless around the library.

      “They will remain in stasis until we decided,” Havash said. “We need to have those we trust handle most of this.”

      “I trust myself,” Chasten said. “Few others.”

      “Then you can move them wherever you choose. This one”—Havash motioned toward Tara—“needs to return to her studies. I believe she’s been gone long enough. This one will serve a different role.” He studied Sam, something in his eyes unreadable.

      “There is rot within the Academy,” Chasten said. “As you suspected.”

      Havash nodded. “I’m afraid we haven’t seen the end of it.” He looked over to the Secundum before turning back to Chasten. “And we can’t lose any more of your kind of talent.”

      “Then make sure talent is rewarded,” Chasten said, and he turned his gaze to Sam.

      “That won’t be up to me,” Havash said.

      Chasten regarded Sam for another long moment before nodding. He used a burst of greenish light, and the Secundum Ben and Ferand were lifted and pushed ahead of him.

      When they were gone, Sam realized they were alone in the library with Havash.

      Havash took a deep breath. “This has not gone at all as I planned.”

      Sam was drained, but with everything they’d been through, he wasn’t sure if he’d even be able to sleep. “The device allows someone to read the book?” Sam asked.

      “In the right hands, it is a key. As you have seen, it is a key to the almanac. Only the greatest of the alchemists were granted access to it, as it was far too dangerous.”

      “But I’m not a great alchemist.”

      Havash scratched his beard. “I’ve been trying to understand what you are, Sam.” He looked over to Tara for a moment, then back at Sam. “Most who have a predilection for alchemy trained within the Academy prior to doing so.”

      “You said most.”

      Havash nodded. “The key wouldn’t have worked for you unless you had potential.”

      “What kind of potential?”

      “Only the true alchemists have understood that there is another element to alchemy beyond the Arcane Arts. Oh, there is that which minor alchemists can accomplish, but there is another element.” He looked over to Sam. “It is not the Arcane Arts, or at least. It is not in the form that we traditionally consider it. Perhaps that is why you can use the key. Or perhaps you do have latent Arcane Arts.” He shrugged.

      “And the almanac?”

      “Is an archive. Power and knowledge accumulated over the centuries have been stored within. It is an Alchemical creation, perhaps the most powerful, as you have seen.”

      “I don’t even know what that was.”

      “I suppose that would be difficult to understand, but know that you performed Alchemy.” Havash smiled slightly. “Perhaps a more accurate way of saying it is that the two of you performed Alchemy.”

      Havash reached for his hand, waiting for Sam to stretch it out to him. When Sam did, he expected Havash to pluck the device free with ease, but it didn’t budge.

      “This. The key. It shouldn’t be lodged quite like this. Which makes me wonder if perhaps your connection to that additional alchemy aspect is greater than I expect.”

      “You’re not able to take it off of me?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I just want…” What did he want?

      To stay at the Academy. To have the safety here.

      To have a home.

      “The task that I assigned to you is complete, Sam. I will live up to my end of the bargain. I will ensure that you make it to the end of the year. From there…”

      Sam looked down at the key. “This might mean that I can stay,” he said, looking up at Havash.

      Havash frowned for a moment, before he nodded slowly. “It means there is the possibility,” he agreed.

      “Good.” Sam turned to Tara. “I’m going to need your help.”

      “With what?” She asked. “I think I’ve helped you enough tonight.”

      Sam looked around the destruction within the library. “Well, to study. Since the library is in shambles, I doubt it’s going to be accessible to us for a while. And I intend to do everything that I can to stay at the Academy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The garden outside the Academy was filled with students.

      The air smelled of flowers, but there was something more to it that Sam couldn’t quite place. Strangely, it reminded him of the stench from the alchemy tower.

      “Why won’t they let us go into the city?” James muttered.

      Sam looked over to him. Tara sat beside Sam on the bench, but she remained quiet. He traced a finger along the key, wondering if he would ever learn to use the power within it—and there was power—but other than triggering explosions, Sam hadn’t managed to do much.

      “You know why,” Sam said.

      “Ah, I just know what they’re telling us. Some residual alchemy explosion. Now we’re supposed to believe they have it all sorted out?”

      Sam shrugged.

      “And you’re foolish enough to volunteer to go into the tower?”

      Sam smiled to himself. Foolish or not, he wanted to understand alchemy—especially if he had some way of using it. “Someone has to.”

      “I suppose they’d make us if people didn’t volunteer,” James muttered.

      “Just enjoy the sunshine,” Sam chuckled.

      James looked around before his gaze settled on Lacey, talking to someone nearby. His frown faded, and he started to smile slightly. “I’ll talk to the two of you later.”

      He hurried away, leaving Sam with Tara.

      “He’s not wrong,” Tara said.

      “About what part?”

      “That they’d just make others clean the alchemy tower.”

      “I think they intend to reopen it,” Sam said.

      “They have to convince students to go into it first. There won’t be too many willing. At least, not for a while.”

      It might be better for Sam there than in the tolath tower. At least in the alchemy tower, he might feel like he belonged. It even had the same access to the Study Hall.

      “That’s fine. There’s more going on than Havash admitted. How many instructors were involved in the attack?”

      “Seven, I think. And it seems there were nearly that many alchemists who remained in the Academy.”

      Sam looked at her. “It was tied to the Nighlan. Now we just have to figure out why.”

      Tara groaned. “Great.”

      “What?” Sam asked, turning to her.

      She laughed. “I thought we could get back to what we came to the Academy for. You know, studying.”

      Sam looked across the garden and saw his sister sitting with several of the first-year sharan students. Gresham was nowhere to be seen. At least for now.

      He pulled his gaze away.

      Mia was safe. That was all he’d ever wanted.

      And now she could stay in the Academy and continue her studies.

      It was time for him to focus on what he wanted.

      He traced his finger along the key. Havash hadn’t known how to remove it, and neither had Chasten. It was something that had bonded itself to him.

      More reason for Sam to study alchemy.

      “Sam?”

      “What is it?”

      “You have a strange look to you.”

      He turned to her, taking her hands in his. “You’re right. I think we need to get back to studying. But I think it’s time to push Havash to let us learn advanced alchemy.”

      He would have to learn fast, Sam thought.

      Whatever Ferand and the Secundum had been tied up in wasn’t over.

      And now they knew he had found the almanac—and had the key.
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        * * *

      

      Grab book two of The Alchemist: Alchemist Assault!
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      Alchemy is the key to stopping the Nighlan, but no Alchemists remain.

      The dangerous alchemy key has bonded to Sam, giving him access to the almanac that is the key to the ancient power of true Alchemy. He’s made an enemy of the Nighlan, but it’s those inside of the Academy he worries more about. Though he has no magic, he has continued to excel, which puts a target on his back. He has allies inside of the Academy, but remains an outsider.

      When the Nighlan attack in the city and Sam is targeted, his connection to the key is threatened. Without that and the almanac, the Academy lacks the defenses that can protect it. If Sam can’t find his connection to the key, not only might another claim it from him, but he could be permanently scarred.

      This time, his knowledge of Alchemy and the arcane arts might not be enough. Sam must find real power within himself for failure means that more than the Academy will fall to the Nighlan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Alchemist Apprentice. 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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