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      The letters swirled in front of Sam, forming a pattern that he could read, but not one he fully understood. Not yet. He was determined to try to piece together the answer and come to terms with everything that was here, but he hadn’t managed to do so yet.

      He looked over to Tara, who stood off to the side, hands held outward, glowing with a pale white light. Her jaw was clenched, and a bead of sweat dripped down her forehead.

      “Can you hurry?” she asked.

      Sam shifted the alchemy device in his palm. It was uncomfortable, and there were times when he wished he didn’t have it on him anymore. If only he could remove it, that would be beneficial, but there was also danger if he did. If he did, would he even be necessary anymore? Right now, because he was bound to the key—which bound him to the lock, or the almanac—he remained valuable within the Academy. Still, he worried about how much longer that would last, knowing that there would come a time when he would no longer have any worth to the Academy. At that point, he would be tossed out.

      “It’s not so easy as that,” Sam said. “I’ve been trying to use the pattern here, but it isn’t working the way that I think that it should.”

      “You’ve triggered this thing multiple times,” Tara said, looking over to him, the sweat still streaming down her brow. She was glowing more brightly, though there was a faint fluttering to it, almost as if she were going to lose control. “And we both know that you have been practicing.”

      Sam shrugged. “I have been practicing.”

      “And I know that it likely means that you have some connection to the arcane arts, even if you don’t agree.”

      That was a part of all of this that he disagreed with, yet Tara wouldn’t even open it for discussion. Instead, she simply claimed that he had to have some connection to the arcane arts for him to activate an alchemical device like that. It was far too powerful for him to be able to do so otherwise. Sam didn’t necessarily feel that way. Given his experience with it and his lack of ability with the arcane arts, he suspected that he truly had no connection to the arcane arts.

      “Zero tenet,” she said, looking to him. She lowered her hands, the glowing fading. “You know, it’s difficult for me to hold onto that kind of power for that long. It can go awry.”

      “When have you ever lost control of the arcane arts?” Sam asked.

      “It doesn’t happen often,” Tara said with a shrug. “But it does happen. I’m just saying that it is dangerous for you to leave me holding out like that.” She brushed a strand of her black hair back from her brow, wiping the sweat away. She glanced down at the almanac. “I can’t read it anymore. Have you stopped using the key?”

      “I guess I lost control over it,” Sam said.

      “We need to keep practicing,” Tara said, straightening and looking around the inside of the alchemy tower and room.

      They had co-opted a space as a place for them to practice, and they both knew that there would come a time when they would be pushed away from it. How could they not be marked eventually? Now that the attack on the Academy had ended and there was an explanation for what happened, there would be no reason for the alchemy tower not to reopen. Once they had an alchemist able to teach, there would be no reason for them to leave it closed. But, for now, it served as a place for them to practice. A place for them to have as their own.

      Sam tapped on the almanac; the massive bound book written with strange alchemy symbols that he had been trying to work through unsuccessfully. He looked down at it, once again trying to trigger the key, but couldn’t get it to work quite right. He pressed on it. It was a silver band of metal that fit into the palm of his hand, with thin filaments that ringed the first three fingers. It was painful from time to time, though he somehow managed to flex it as he squeezed it within his palm. He tried not to think about that part of it, though he knew that he would need to come to terms with it at some point.

      “I can try to activate it again…”

      Tara shook her head. “Don’t bother. I think I remember what you were telling me. The first few pages are all basically the same. And this one has aspects of angulation I can remember from what you said, but it is the pattern that is particular,” she said, frowning as she shook her head. “I’ve been trying to make sense of it, but it’s almost like the answer is there, but it’s not.” She looked up at him. “Let’s see if I can’t do it.”

      She began glowing.

      That was often the only sign that Sam had that somebody was tapping into the arcane arts. As he didn’t have the same ability with the arcane arts, he wasn’t able to do the same thing, but he could see it. As far as he could tell, that was a unique ability that not many people within the Academy had. It was another reason Tara seemed convinced that he had access to the arcane arts, though Sam had always been able to see the use. His sister had tapped into the arcane arts from a very young age, using it to freeze things. It was a useful skill, one that had left Sam thinking that they would be able to one day escape Erstan. When they finally did, he had thought they would be safe.

      The alchemy tower was proof of that mistake.

      The air still stunk from the attack. Whatever had happened here had poisoned it, killing the alchemists who had resided here and called it home. Sam knew very little about them. He had asked several of the instructors who knew about his connection to the almanac, but none had really spoken much about what happened here or who had been involved. It was almost as if they feared talking about it, feared that it would somehow open themselves up to some similar danger.

      The shelves were empty, though. Books on alchemy had been moved elsewhere. Many of them to the library, though Sam suspected that instructors had come in bearing particular spells of the arcane arts to protect themselves from what they believed a toxic fume and stolen away those books. How many of them had come looking for the almanac? How many of them had thought they could come and steal the secret of alchemy?

      Sam was the one to find it.

      The pattern shifted. Sam noted how Tara created a beam of pale white light that angled off at 90 degrees before twisting and heading back down to the floor. When it did, she tried to turn it upward, but it intersected with another beam of light, and then it exploded, sending her staggering backward.

      She swallowed, brushing herself off. “Maybe not quite like that,” she said. “I thought I remembered it better than that.”

      “I think your last angulation was off. You were at roughly 100 degrees rather than 93 degrees.”

      It was a strangely specific angle that needed to be made, and though Sam had no ability with the arcane arts, he could see it, and he knew the theory behind it well enough to recognize what needed doing.

      “I’m aware,” she muttered, leaning over the book. “I wish it would tell me what I needed to do to hold that angle. It’s hard to make that sharp turn and then force it into a broader angle.” She shook her head. “It feels like I’m straining against myself, but this is on an early page within the almanac, so it seems like it should be easy, shouldn’t it?”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to understand the almanac the same as you, but there isn’t anything useful to it.”

      “Not useful?” Tara looked back to the almanac, frowning even more deeply. “Look at this.” She took another step back, and the pale glow began to build from her again. According to Havash, those with the arcane arts would smell the vistam, that residual use of magic, if they were especially attuned to it. Sam couldn’t smell it, and given that his only ability was to see the use of the arcane arts, he doubted that it mattered.

      Tara quickly formed several different lines, angling them harshly, and he knew immediately that it would fail.

      “Tara —”

      He wasn’t fast enough.

      He tried reaching for her, but doing so would only interrupt her angulation again, and he knew that was a danger—but at the same time, Sam could see that the pattern that she was forming, the way that she was trying to create angulation, would lead to something worse. He could feel how that power building, and he could see the bright glow, but as soon as she turned it, inverting it downward 30 degrees rather than twisting it upward 30 degrees, he felt the burst of air.

      Sam was tossed back.

      He slammed into a bookshelf behind him, striking the back of his head. He winced, stars bursting in his eyes.

      Sam blinked, looking around. He could still see Tara glowing. He let out a relieved sigh. There was a part of him that feared losing that ability, especially within the Academy. That ability had kept him safe, and he had no idea what would happen if he lost that.

      Tara was lying on the ground.

      Sam raced over to her, worried that he was going to have to run her up to the infirmary, but she sat up, shaking her head and wincing.

      “By Kal, that was stupid,” she groaned.

      “Which part? You thinking that you can just ignore all the mistakes that you’ve made, or you not bothering for me to repeat it?”

      He helped her up, and she looked around, shaking her head again. “Probably all of it.” She sighed. “Maybe we should get up to the dining hall. It’s probably time for us to eat. We can practice after we eat.”

      “Or we can go to the library.”

      She looked over. “Do we really need to go then?”

      “We have to keep up appearances,” he said.

      She shrugged. “Maybe you do.”

      Sam sniffed. “We should both keep up appearances. Even though we can get to the library whenever we want, we still have to make it look like we can’t. We have enough people talking about us already.”

      “Nobody knows what happened.”

      Sam wasn’t going to argue with her, but there were enough rumors about them rolling around the Academy now. Especially after what had happened to them and how they had been a part of the attack. Most thought that they had been dragged by the Secundum into the attack and didn’t know that they were a part of it anyway.

      Still, eventually, he suspected it would all get out. At least some version of it. The Academy wasn’t so large that things like that warranted being uncovered.

      “Well?”

      Sam smiled. When he had first arrived, he had been very concerned about where his next meal would come from, when it would come, and how much he would be able to eat. Upon learning that food was provided and that he wouldn’t have to go hungry during his time in the Academy, some part of him had changed. It was the part that had once been afraid of the emptiness in his belly, the part that had snatched it any piece of trash that might be edible, saving it for himself or his sister, and it had disappeared gradually. Remembering that now left him worried that it would come again.

      Eventually, he feared that it would. How could it not?

      He couldn’t do the arcane arts. Tara might believe otherwise, but eventually, Sam, despite his natural gifts, would not be able to stay. And when that happened, what would he do?

      He been saving his stipend. The Academy provided a small amount each month for the students, and he hoped that his sister was saving some of her stipend so that he could borrow from it, which left him thinking that even after he left the Academy that he wouldn’t suffer the way that he had before, but there was that part of Sam that always worried. It was the part of him that feared ending up on the street again. It was the part of him that had begun to plan the moment that he had come to the Academy, thinking that if nothing else, he could be ready for the next time that he ended up on the street.

      Tara watched him, silent.

      He took her hand, and they headed toward the stairs.

      Later in the day, they would use the Study Hall to sneak out of the alchemy tower, but it was better for them to simply leave directly at this point in the day. It would raise fewer questions.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, he paused for a moment.

      “You have to be careful,” he said. He looked over to Tara and felt guilty at cautioning her like this, but he had been thinking about it for a while. “We’ve been through so much already, and I worry about you.”

      Tara started to smile. “You worry about me?”

      “I do. You are so quick to try these different angulation patterns, and we don’t know what will happen. We don’t know what they are. We saw what happened when we used one against Ferand, but—”

      Tara laughed softly. She motioned for him to start up the stairs, and he approached it slowly. The alchemy lanterns glowing with the pale green light illuminated the staircase, though they did not push back all of the shadows.

      “Aren’t you the one who has been trying to learn as much as possible while you’re here?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “I’m just trying to do the same thing,” she said, looking over to him. “And once you have better control over the arcane arts, I suspect you’re going to do the same thing.”

      “It’s not a matter of me using the arcane arts,” he said.

      “Zero tenet,” she said again.

      Sam shook his head. Zero tenet was the belief that you could use the arcane arts.

      He had never had that belief. There had been no reason for him to. While he might now have a device of alchemy connected to him, bonded to him in a way that he couldn’t remove, even if he wanted to, that wasn’t the same as having access to alchemy.

      Tara didn’t seem to understand, or if she did, she simply didn’t care. She believed that he did, and that was enough for her.

      “Fine. If I somehow have a connection to the arcane arts, I will probably practice as much as you do.”

      “It’s just a matter of learning from a resource I don’t have otherwise,” she said. “That matters.”

      They reached the top of the stairs, and Tara pushed the door open, listening for a moment, before hurrying forward and motioning for him to follow.

      Once out in the hall, Sam glanced over to the kitchen, tempted to go visit Okun, but he followed Tara up to the dining hall. Once inside, they found the hall filled with students. The room was massive, arranged by each tower, such that each tower had its own table and the students all gathered there. They were often arranged by year within the Academy, though not the tolath tower. There weren’t enough students. As he did every time he came to the dining hall, Sam’s gaze drifted to the sharan power and his sister. He found her seated amongst a group of other students, many of them older, which left him worried, but thankfully Gresham wasn’t sitting near her today.

      Tara took his hand, pulling him with her. As he passed to the sharan table, he heard an amused muttering.

      Barlands boy.

      Those words stuck in his mind. The name had been started by Gresham but had taken on a life of its own.

      Tara pulled on him. “Don’t worry about it.”

      He couldn’t. He didn’t fit in. He knew that. More than that, since coming to the Academy, he had known that it was short-lived. There was a time limit on his stay within the Academy. It didn’t bother him, though maybe it should. Rather, he wanted to take every advantage of it that he could.

      He gathered his tray, glanced over to the sharan tower, noting that Mia made a point of looking away from him, and then took a seat at the end of the table. His only other friend within the tower was sitting among other students, and Sam didn’t want to interfere with James fitting in.

      He waited for Tara to join him. When a tray set down in front of him, he looked up, expecting it to be her, but instead found a familiar sneer looking down at him.

      Gresham was a fourth-year student, like Tara, and lived in the sharan tower with Mia. He had taken an immediate dislike to Sam, though he wasn’t exactly sure what he had done to earn that ire, other than coming from the Barlands.

      “How long before they banish you?” Gresham asked.

      “What makes you think they’re going to banish him?” Tara asked, coming up behind Gresham and sliding her tray onto the table next to Sam.

      Gresham snorted. “Oh. Look at who Stone decided to take under her wing. The little Barlands boy.” He leaned closer to Sam. “I heard what you did to the library. As soon as the council learns, do you think they’re going to leave that alone? They need the supply of arcane arts users.”

      Sam glowered at him. He straightened. Gresham might be more skilled with the arcane arts than him, but everyone within the Academy was more adept with the arcane arts than him. Sam knew that he had the quicker mind, though. “What do you think the council is going to do when they learn that the Nighlan infiltrated this place?” He raised a brow. “What do you think your father is going to do when he knows that I helped defeat them?”

      Gresham looked at him with an incredulous glare. “The Nighlan?” He raised his voice, looking around the room as if searching for his audience. “Now the Barlands boy thinks that the Nighlan have attacked the Academy.” He started laughing, and there came a hint of nervous laughter from elsewhere. “Typical of a Barlands boy.”

      “Just stop, Gresham,” Tara snapped.

      Sam looked over to her. He didn’t need her to stand up for him. “What do you think happened?”

      “I know what happened. I heard it from my father, who knows exactly what took place. The Secundum wanted revenge for what happened to his brother. It’s nothing more than that.”

      Sam shifted in his seat, getting a brief glimpse of others around him, and he realized that must’ve been the story that had gone around. None in the Academy, the Grandam, Havash, or any of the instructors, would want the students to know the truth. It was too dangerous.

      Gresham leaned close, lowering his voice. “And I know that Stone and the Secundum had been working together. What do you think is going to happen to you? What prospects will you have now?”

      Tara glowered at him but stayed silent.

      Gresham straightened, laughing. “The Nighlan. Can you believe that?”

      He sauntered away, the laughter following him.

      Sam looked across the table. He could see the worry and terror’s eyes.

      What would happen to her?

      He hadn’t given it much thought, and it wasn’t fair, but she was nearing graduation from the Academy. She didn’t deserve to get caught up in rumors that caused her to lose her prospects.

      They ate in silence, and before Sam even finished half his tray, Tara got to her feet. “I’m leaving.”

      Sam hurriedly finished and then stood. “I’m coming with you.”

      She looked as if she wanted to argue with him but finally shrugged and headed toward the door. She dropped off her tray, disappearing.

      As Sam followed, he heard mutters of Barlands boy followed by laughter and mentions of the Nighlan.

      Knowing the truth didn’t help him fit in one bit.

      He glanced back, looking toward his sister, and found her keeping her gaze focused on her tray.

      All of this was for Mia.

      He was willing to endure for her.

      He just wished it wouldn’t have to be so difficult.
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      The library looked nothing like it once had.

      As Sam stood inside, he could almost imagine the way that it had appeared before the attack. Rows of shelves were supposed to be neatly arranged, worked around the curved walls, leading to the Annex near the back. Pale green alchemy lanterns glowed with a soft light, the only thing that remained intact. That, and a hint of the musty odor of books. Even that, though, had changed. There was still the musty odor, but now there was a hint of something more. The stench of char, along with the memory of the violence that had struck here.

      Tara tapped on his arm. “You don’t have to stand there,” she said.

      It was early in the day, the only time that students were permitted in the library. They were cordoned off, given only a small section to access compared to what it had been like before when they had been given free rein over the entirety of the library. Now he had a small section near the front of the library, where desks had been situated far too close together, and there were three librarians stationed at desks behind that created a barricade preventing students from getting too deep into the library. To obtain any books now, Sam had to go through one of the librarians rather than simply wandering the shelves and finding what he wanted. How was he supposed to know what he wanted? He scarcely knew anything within the Academy.

      “It still feels wrong,” he said, keeping his voice low. After all, it was still the library, and now it was even busier than it had been before. Not because there were students interested in studying. Far from it. The occupied tables were filled mostly with students who wanted to gawk at the attack, driven more by morbid than intellectual curiosity.

      He didn’t even have an easy place for him to sit. That bothered him almost as much as anything else. Tara took his hand, guiding him inside.

      “We can just come back later,” he whispered.

      One of the students sitting at the table nearest them from the sharan tower looked over. The striped robes they wore were slightly too small, suggesting they had gotten them when they had first arrived and had a significant growth spurt. He glowered at Sam and Tara, along with their green striped robes.

      “Keep it down,” Tara mouthed.

      They could come back later, which was not the point. More than almost anyone else, the two of them had the ability to return to the library after hours. These days, after hours was a very different time than it had been when Sam had first been coming to the library. Now it involved coming any time after the dinner bell.

      It had changed Sam’s entire schedule. And not for the better.

      He was accustomed to coming to the library after eating, spending hours poring through books, taking advantage of the one part of his time in the Academy that felt like he had earned head.

      He couldn’t use the arcane arts, and he knew that his time in the Academy was short-lived, so he still wanted to take advantage of every opportunity that he had, which involves spending time in the library.

      They found one end of a table near the outskirts of the sectioned-off student area and took a seat across from each other. Tara leaned close, resting her elbows on the table. Her dark hair hung down into her face, and her brown eyes seemed to swallow him for a moment. “What do you want to read about today?”

      What do I want?

      For a while, he had poured through all of the books on alchemy, learning as much as he could, but now he had a different way of reaching alchemy. His hand instinctively went to the key curled up in the center of his palm. It was an alchemy device that had bonded to him, and as far as he knew, until somebody with enough knowledge of alchemy arrived, it would stay that way. He didn’t mind, though. The key permitted him certain things he didn’t have otherwise. Not just access to power, though that was part of it, it also helped him use the almanac, an ancient book of alchemy that was unlike anything that he had ever read within the library.

      “I don’t know that it even matters,” he said. “Maybe something on advanced angulation?”

      For Sam to pass his next exams, he was going to need to prove himself. Seeing as he didn’t have the same potential as most other students, the only way that Sam thought that he might be able to prove himself worthy would be by wowing his instructors with his knowledge. It had worked so far. He knew there would come a time when it wouldn’t, though, and at that point, he would find that his luck failed him, but for now, he would stick to what had helped him succeed.

      “I think you’ve read through most of them.”

      “I have not. There are still nearly a dozen books that were once over there,” he pointed, motioning toward a section of stacks that had toppled over. There were towers of books resting near the fallen stacks, and it served as a reminder of the attack that had taken place within the library. “If you go there, third from the bottom of the first stack, and then another three in the middle, and then—”

      Tara waved her hand. “I can’t tell the librarians that you know exactly where in the stacks the books you want are. That’s going to raise the wrong kind of questions,” she said, smiling slightly. “Besides, we only have about an hour here.”

      Only an hour.

      It seemed like a long time, or it would have once, but Sam knew better than that now. Now it wasn’t a long time at all. An hour was only long enough for him to get through the majority of one book. That was it.

      “Get whatever you can,” he said.

      “I might see if they want our help,” she said, looking over to one of the librarians. This was Rory, an older man with a lean face and pale skin, who looked as if he hadn’t seen the sun in months. “They know that we have been spending quite a bit of time here. And they could use as much help as possible.”

      “You know what happened when I tried,” Sam said.

      She looked over to him, and a smile split her face. “But that was you. You are just a first-year student, after all. And I am one of the most revered fourth-year students.”

      “Now, who’s getting full of themselves?”

      “I figured it was my turn. Too often, you go running around with that big head of yours.”

      She hurried off before she gave him a chance to say anything in response.

      Sam used that time to sweep his gaze around the inside of the library. The stacks were damaged, but it didn’t look like the librarians had progressed much in restoring it. He wondered why that was. Maybe they were using this time as a chance to reorganize the library, or maybe they simply didn’t have the numbers to improve the organization and get the library back up and running the way that it needed to be. Students still needed to study, so they had to balance as much access to the library as possible and had defaulted to keeping it to a minimum.

      As Sam turned in place, he caught sight of the door leading back to the restricted section. He knew how to open it, but it had been sealed off from him ever since he had. He hadn’t figured out the key to unsealing it. Before, it had been a matter of using the alchemy symbols that he had already studied and mastered to figure out what he needed to trigger it to open. Now he wasn’t quite as certain.

      He stared at it until Tara returned.

      “You have to stop looking at that,” she said. “Especially that way.”

      Sam turned back to her. “And what way is that?”

      “As if you intend to try to tear it open yourself.”

      “There’s more inside of that,” he said. “I know there is. And it’s not just alchemy.”

      “It may not be,” she said. “It is the restricted section, so it’s probably got books on advanced angulation, possibly high-level mathematical concepts, maybe even chemistry in botany and—”

      Sam raised his hand, waving it for a moment. “You made your point.”

      “I wasn’t trying to,” she said, shrugging. “Just that you are probably right that there is something in there; it’s just that we are going to be able to get in there to see it.”

      “Not like that,” Sam said. “But there might be a way for us to get in there.”

      “You do realize that if we get caught in there, it’s only going to become increasingly difficult for both of us.”

      Sam turned back to her, and he smiled. “I didn’t realize that you were worried about that.”

      She flicked her gaze over to the section of the library where the door to the Study Hall, a hidden door that would lead into always had only a few of them knew to find. “If we do it the right way, then it’s not so much of a problem,” she said.

      The right way. Both of them knew that the right way still posed its own challenges. They might be able to access the Study Hall, but the library itself was occupied at all hours of the day these days. It made sneaking through incredibly difficult, and it certainly made trying to test the door, searching for any way to get into the restricted section, much more difficult.

      By the time the librarian, an older man named Gildan, had brought the books that they’d requested over, they had been sitting in the library for the better part of half an hour.

      Sam couldn’t even suppress his irritation.

      “We barely have any time to read,” he muttered.

      “It’s temporary,” Tara said.

      “It doesn’t feel temporary,” he said. “It looks like they have no intention of opening things back up again.”

      “You know how long it would take to reorganize all of this. Wait. You don’t know how long it would take. That’s just the problem. Neither of us does. So we can’t get upset that the librarians are taking a diligent approach to it.”

      “I can be upset by that,” he said. “Maybe I shouldn’t be.”

      He turned his attention back to the book, and they read until the bell rang. The students were shooed away from the library, and Sam reluctantly went, wishing that he could take one of the books with him, though he didn’t really need to.

      Tara pulled on his arm. “We have plenty to read,” she said.

      “I haven’t read these books,” he said.

      “See? At least I found something new for you.”

      He snorted, and they stepped out of the library into the main part of the Academy.

      It was still early. Painfully early.

      It made the time in the Academy far more challenging for him.

      Tara looked over. She shared his feeling.

      “We can either go to the great hall, or we can go out to the courtyard,” she said. “Only a few more days until we can get out into the city.”

      “Great,” Sam said.

      “They will secure it soon enough,” she said.

      She was far more optimistic about the council and their ability to secure the city safely against the Nighlan than Sam was. He didn’t know if there would be any way for them to fully prevent the Nighlan from heading back into the city. They had come once, and they both knew there were still reasons for them to return.

      “We could go to the courtyard,” Sam said.

      They made their way out of the Academy and into the empty courtyard. At least empty in this part of it. It was still early, though, and in time, both knew that students would come to fill it.

      “Think of this as another way of studying,” Tara said.

      “And how would this be another way of studying?”

      “The garden,” she said, spreading her hands. “This is all part of botany.” She smiled at him. “At least, that’s what I’m telling myself. I focused more on the books on botany that I have, thinking that maybe I can learn something useful. And if I can, then maybe I can convince myself that botany can actually be useful.”

      She started to smile, and Sam chuckled. “I can’t imagine botany being useful.”

      “That’s because you think of it in terms of alchemy.” She shook her head and paused at a flower with deep purple leaves. “I’m sure there are ways of using botany in the arcane arts, but everything they teach is really not all that effective.” She looked over to him. “Though from the lessons I remember from alchemy, botany did have its uses.”

      “Mostly in traditional alchemy,” he said. “The kind where there is healing, and mixing of—”

      Tara shook her head, taking his hand. “You don’t have to tell me,” she said. “I know.”

      He followed her through the garden, and they paused at different flowers, each taking turns to identify them. They wandered until the garden filled with other students. Tara frowned. “I should probably go back. I have an advanced angulation seminar.”

      “Can I observe it?”

      She frowned for a moment. “I don’t think it is connected to the Study Hall. Probably intentionally,” she said. “As far as I can tell, it’s not connected to much of anything.”

      “Who’s teaching it now?”

      Sam had known that Tara would go off for some of her advanced seminars. He wanted to observe them. Nothing more than that. He knew that he wasn’t going to be able to learn any other than the fundamentals and the theoretical approach, but that still intrigued him.

      “The Grandam has taken over for the Secundum.”

      “I imagine they’re going to have to replace him.”

      “Oh, I’m sure they will. He has an important role within the Academy, more so even than the Grandam. But, I think, for now, she’s taken on most of his responsibilities.”

      They reached the door leading back into the Academy, and Tara offered him a rueful smile. “How about I find you later? We can go back to the library. You can have as much time as you want there.”

      “I doubt it’ll be as much as I want,” he said.

      “Maybe not as much as you want, but we can take some time. How about that?”

      Sam snorted, and she skipped away from him.

      As he looked around the entrance to the Academy, he debated what he would do. He could go up to the great hall where students of his level would be playing games, cards or dice or dominoes, or he could stay in the courtyard where other students were gathering, but he had another idea. It had been a while since he had been to the kitchen and visited Okun. The cook—or alchemist, as Sam now knew him to be hidden as—had always been friendly to him. Sam hadn’t taken the time to ask him more about his role within the Academy since the attack.

      He started toward the kitchen when the door to the alchemy tower opened.

      Sam instinctively tensed.

      And then he realized who it was.

      Havash.

      He was tall and had a thick beard, and his deep gray instructor robes swirled around him, giving him something of an ominous air. He swept along the hall until he caught sight of Sam, and then he slowed, tipping his head to him.

      “Mr. Bilson. Perhaps it’s for that I came across you. I was thinking about you.”

      Sam resisted the temptation to look around him. He didn’t need others to know that Havash had been looking for him. He already had enough issues of people talking about him and his strange connections to things within the Academy.

      But then, that might be better than some of the other reasons they talk about him.

      “Why?”

      “I understand you have been searching for information on a specific book?”

      Sam smiled inwardly. It was Havash’s way of asking him about the almanac. Sam had been trying to continue to read it, though he hadn’t thought that Havash would care. On the contrary, he suspected that Havash wanted Sam to keep working on that book, trying to answer the secrets found within the almanac.

      “Was I not to?”

      “No need,” Havash waved his hand, and he glanced toward the door leading out of the Academy. He glowed softly, the hint of his connection to the arcane arts obvious to Sam.

      But it might only be obvious to Sam. He still hadn’t come to learn why he was able to see others using the arcane arts. Somehow, he could, though.

      “I know that you have free time that you did not previously have.”

      “I’ve offered my help to the librarians,” Sam said.

      Havash started to smile, which looked strange on his face. “I imagine they did not appreciate that.”

      “I don’t know why they wouldn’t,” Sam said.

      “Because you were there, Mr. Bilson. That is reasoning enough for them not to want your involvement.”

      Sam hadn’t realized they knew.

      “How did they learn?”

      “The same way most learn of things within the Academy. Rumors, of course. It doesn’t take much for them to spread, and in the case of this…” Havash shrugged. “Unfortunately, the rumor has legs, and even those who may not be inclined to believe will probably not let it drop.”

      “So I won’t be able to help.”

      “Neither you nor Ms. Stone will be permitted, I suspect. Which is even more reason for me to come. I have something that I would like to ask of you. Of both of you.”

      “What?”

      “An assignment.”

      Sam resisted the urge to groan.

      He knew what had happened with the last assignment that Havash had given him.
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      Angulation was slow this morning. Sam tried to pay attention as Professor Clarice went on about the intersection between the second and third tenets of angulation but found himself drifting off. Havash’s assignment for him had been exactly what Sam had expected, an attempt for Sam to keep working through the almanac, but Havash wanted more than just that. He wanted Sam to try to piece together anything that he could about alchemy, documenting both symbols, shapes, and any sort of patterns that he might find.

      It should be a compliment. It was Havash’s way of acknowledging that Sam might have something to offer. And he did. Sam felt quite strongly that he had something that he could offer to the Academy. But in this case, Havash didn’t want Sam to be the one working through the puzzle of the various alchemical symbols. He simply wanted Sam to document what he came across.

      It felt somewhat less exciting.

      And Havash had forced him to stay in the alchemy tower far beyond when Sam normally would have. As he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, he found James watching him.

      James had grown leaner in the time they’d been in the Academy. When they had first come, Sam had thought him bordering on chubby, though perhaps that was only because Sam had lived on the street for as long as he had, and anybody who had an ounce of fat upon themselves seemed chubby to him. James had grown, so perhaps stretching into his adult size had helped shake off some of that baby fat.

      “How late were you and Tara up?” James asked. He leaned forward, trying to avoid drawing Professor Clarice’s attention, but she paused, looking around the room as if she had overheard him saying something.

      “I went to your room after everybody dispersed from the great hall, but you weren’t there. I sort of thought you might end up there. I know you miss the library and all, but you can join in with the other students.”

      Sam just nodded.

      “I got distracted with something that I was working on for Professor Havash,” he said.

      James frowned at him. “What does he have you working on? I don’t know that I want to work with him at all.”

      “He can be a challenge,” Sam admitted. “And I don’t think he pays much attention to the evening bells.”

      “Was this some sort of punishment?” James asked, keeping his voice low.

      Thankfully, it was low enough that it didn’t seem as if Professor Clarice overheard.

      She mentioned something about the third tenet, and Sam cataloged it in his mind, thinking about how it fit with some of the books he had been reading on angulation. He hadn’t one idea on why he went through the effort of doing it, other than the fact that he tried to compile all of the different theories and discussion on the tenants he had read about. Sam might not be able to use the arcane arts, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t understand them. On the contrary, it might even help him.

      What he really needed to do was to start thinking about the various patterns that were formed by angulation. That was one part that he couldn’t read from books. He needed to see it.

      Unfortunately, as he had not found any evidence of others who could see the arcane arts in action—at least in the library books he had read—Sam hadn’t been given an opportunity to piece together the various patterns implied.

      “Not a punishment,” Sam said, realizing that James was still waiting on him. “It’s just that I think he is still upset with me about speaking up in his class,” Sam added, trying to think of some reason for him to have been working with Havash. James was his friend and was one of the only people in the tower that he truly spent any time with other than Tara. He had tried to get to know some of the other first-year students, but the rumors of him coming from the Barlands had made it difficult for Sam. Then there was what had happened in the Academy and the rumors that had begun to spread there.

      “Would the two of you like to discuss what you are talking about?” Professor Clarice had stopped the clock and looked at Sam and James.

      Sam suppressed the flush that worked through him.

      James licked his lips. He wasn’t going to be able to come up with anything.

      “I just remarked that your comments on the third tenet remind me of what I read of Michael’s theorem on angulation,” Sam said. “And how he speaks about how the intersection of various lines can increase the strength of the construct.”

      Sam was thankful that he had paid any attention to what she had said, as it was what he had thought, though he hadn’t expected to try to share that.

      Professor Clarice looked at Sam, and she started smiling. “Very good, Mr. Bilson.” She turned to the rest of the class. “That is exactly the point that I was trying to make.”

      “Then she should just make it,” James muttered. “Why does she have to go yammering on?”

      “Quiet,” Sam said, giving him a nudge.

      She wasn’t the only instructor in the Academy who rambled about topics that could be more easily understood by reading straight through some of the books found in the library. If people only took the time to read some of the older texts, they might find it easier to understand angulation.

      Professor Clarice continued talking about Michael’s theorem, changing her focus slightly, which Sam appreciated. She did have an obvious grasp of angulation and would certainly be able to use it far more effectively than Sam, but he still felt that there were easier ways to teach it.

      But then, that was only his thinking about the theoretical approach of angulation. He might feel differently if he had to try to master the actual use of it.

      By the time class was over, Sam had grown tired, and he found himself thinking longingly of returning to his room and resting.

      When they went to mathematics, Professor Jones stood before them, his beefy hands resting on his hips, a series of equations written on the chalkboard by him. He tapped on it as he spoke, causing the chalkboard to tremble beneath the force of his strikes. Each time that he did, several of the students closest to him stiffened.

      “Do you understand any of this?” James said, leaning close to him.

      “Yep.”

      “Of course you do. Why did I even bother asking?”

      Sam smiled, but he also recognized something. The equations that Professor Jones had written on the board were all designed to help amplify power. He didn’t necessarily say it like that, though, but Sam knew it from his earlier readings. And as he looked around the class, he found others starting to drift, slowly growing agitated by the complicated equations.

      The class couldn’t get over soon enough.

      He finished the day feeling completely exhausted and was thankful that he didn’t get called on again. Somehow, he had managed to avoid drawing that kind of attention a second time.

      By the time they reached the dining hall for dinner, Sam was exhausted.

      Tara sat across from him. “We're going outside. You need to wake up.”

      Sam didn’t resist her pulling on him, tearing him away, while James just grinned.

      They headed out of the Academy, and the fresh air immediately helped. While they were out in the gardens, more students gathered together. Sam realized it was midmonth, so students would be permitted into the city.

      “What were you doing last night? I kept waiting for you to join me, but you never did.”

      “Havash,” he explained.

      “What did he want from you now?”

      Sam shook his head and sighed. “I don’t know. I think he believes that the two of us can interpret the almanac.”

      “The two of us?”

      “Well, mostly me with the key, but I think he also wants to try to understand the symbols used in alchemy.”

      “Don’t go down that rabbit hole,” she said.

      “And what rabbit hole is that?”

      “The one where you start to think that Havash is somehow going to try to take the almanac from you.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      She chuckled.

      “Come on,” she said. “We don’t need to stay here. Not with them,” she muttered.

      “You can go off without me,” he suggested.

      She arched a brow at him. “And why would I do that?”

      “I’m just saying that if you don’t want the others to look at you like that.”

      “Do you think I care how others look at me?”

      Were it Sam, he might have felt some hesitation. He did care how people looked at him, regardless of what he tried to tell himself. Tara, on the other hand, had proven that she was less concerned about those things.

      She dragged him by the hand.

      “James is going to be upset with me that I still haven’t gone into the city with him.”

      “James will go off with Lacey, so I doubt that he’s going to be concerned about you at all.”

      “You’ve been watching him?”

      She slowed as they neared one line of shrubs. “I know he’s your friend. I know you don’t want to upset him. So I pay attention, Sam. But, by Kal, you would think that you were the only one who was aware of what happens in our power?”

      “I would tell you that it’s very unlikely that I know anything about what’s happening in our tower.”

      “That is true.”

      The lawn outside the Academy was neatly manicured, but there weren’t many places to hide. There were a few shrubs away from the main row and a couple of trees near here, but nothing more than that. Certainly not a way for her to disappear.

      “Tara?” Sam whispered her name. They might have been alone out here, but others could still detect them if they were looking. “Where did you go?”

      He turned in place, peering into the darkness as he tried to find where she’d disappeared. There was no sign of her.

      This was part of what she’d wanted to do. It was her way of trying to determine whether he would be able to detect her magic. Sam could see the magic used, though he wasn’t able to smell it the way some could. The way Tara used arcane magic left a soft glowing white aura. There didn’t seem to be any way for her to hide it from him.

      “I thought you wanted to see what you might be able to do out here,” he said.

      There came a slight shimmer, and then Tara appeared in front of him, grinning widely. “It worked.”

      Sam’s breath caught. “What did you do?”

      “It’s a technique I thought I’d try. I didn’t know if I’d succeed, but it seemed like it should work as well for a person as for the other things they taught us to use it on.”

      “You can make yourself invisible?” Now that she had reappeared, he could also see the soft glowing light coming off her as well. It was faint, suggesting she wasn’t pulling on a lot of power, but definitely there—and distinct from the moonlight.

      He had a hard time figuring out how something like that would even be possible. But, knowing what he did about angulation, and the primary way that Tara would use the arcane arts, he didn’t know if there was any way for her to turn herself invisible.

      “It’s not invisibility,” she said. “It’s more a matter of masking. I think you could probably use the same technique to conceal other things.”

      “Like making yourself look different?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Why do you want me to look different?”

      “Not you. I’m just thinking of possibilities that exist with this.”

      “I don’t like the way that you are thinking of it.”

      She glowed slightly, and as she did, there came a slight shimmering. When he pointed it out to her, she shrugged. “You might be the only one who can see it, Sam. You might see things that others don’t.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe you just need to work on your angulation.”

      She frowned. “At least I can use angulation.”

      He started to laugh. “You can, and I think it’s funny that you think that I might be able to.”

      “That’s not funny, Sam. That’s just logical. With the alchemy that you have access to, it only fits with that—”

      Tara paused and looked off into the distance.

      “What is it?”

      “There was a burst of… something. I’m not exactly sure what it was. Power, though.”

      Sam turned in place, looking all around him, though he didn’t detect anything. Not that he expected to. He didn’t have a way to detect anything other than a sense of the power he could occasionally see. “Where was it?”

      “In the city.”

      In the city. That worried him.

      It wasn’t his responsibility to ensure the protection of Tavran. Still, ever since Ferand and the Secundum had attacked, Sam had felt as if he had a different responsibility for things. He twitched the key on his hand, touching it, and a part of him wished that he could pull it free, though there was power within it.

      Something that was nearly like the arcane arts, though not so similar that he felt control of it.

      Tara looked back at him. “Now you want to move slowly?”

      “Fine.”

      “It’s not near the plaza.”

      “Then we should let others know about it,” he said.

      “Again, that’s not what I wouldn’t expect from you.”

      Tara took off, heading across the yard and giving him no choice but to follow. It was late enough and dark enough that he didn’t worry about anyone else being out. When they reached the edge of the yard, they paused again. There was another barrier here, though it was subtle. When it washed over him, it did so with a chill that left him tingling. Sam had to hold onto Tara’s hand as they passed through the barrier. Even when they were on the other side, neither let the other go.

      The streets glowed gently from the lanterns hanging along them.

      “Which way did you detect it?” he asked.

      “It’s up here.” Her voice was a whisper, and she pointed along the road to the river.

      “The alchemy tower goes underneath the river.” Sam looked at the water and how it reflected some of the moonlight. It was faint, and as the water rippled, it was difficult to make out anything other than a streamer of light streaking across the water. “I don’t understand how they constructed it under the water, or whether it makes the alchemy tower any more powerful but—”

      She squeezed his hand suddenly and pointed.

      He perked up. There was a brief surge of color, though it was faint and possibly imagined. As far as he could tell, it could’ve simply been the streetlights.

      “Look,” Tara said. “I can’t tell where that is, but it’s coming from someplace deeper into the city.”

      Sam nodded slowly. Most of the students gathered in the plaza, though a few students ventured further into the city. Still, most of them had experience up within the city that made it less of an issue for them to do that. Gresham was one, and Sam had no interest in coming across him anytime soon. Since the attack, he had managed to avoid Gresham.

      She squeezed his hand. There came another bloom of light.

      He could see various lighted powers. From the pale white of the arcane arts, to the greenish of alchemy, Sam had come to see different types of glowing power.

      Faint green light bloomed. Sam wasn’t even sure he saw what he believed he did. The light up ahead was barely more than a glimmer of color, but against the backdrop of the night, he was able to see it.

      “There it is,” he said.

      “You see it?”

      “Green light.”

      “Green?” Her voice was tight, and she squeezed his hand harder. There was sweat on her palm, and he held tightly, wanting to offer whatever reassurance he could. They both knew what green light meant.

      There were other alchemists in the city. Quite a few, in fact. He wouldn’t be shocked to learn that there were over a dozen different alchemists in the city, though for the most part, they were specialty shops, selling items that they crafted and only doing it to make a profit. And every other time that Sam had been in the city, he had never seen anything like that before.

      Why would that change now?

      He looked at the massive alchemy shop nearby. Belianrash’s shop was the largest one near the Academy, and Sam had learned that he had some local notoriety. So he glanced at that, but Tara shook her head.

      “It’s not there,” she said.

      “You can see it?”

      “I can’t see anything, but I can feel it.” She frowned as she looked over at him. “Why would I feel something out there?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because I see something out there?”

      “We probably tell someone,” she said.

      “There you go. Now you sound practical.”

      “I’m just saying that we might not be the right ones to go out there and risk ourselves.”

      “We might not be?”

      “Well…”

      Sam glanced back at the Academy. If they went back now, he would have to search for somebody who might help and then find somebody they trusted.

      “What if it’s nothing?” Sam asked, frowning to himself. He tried to work through the various possibilities of what they had observed. The most likely cause was that this was some other form of alchemy, but alchemy was not forbidden within the city. There was plenty of it around, so he had to wonder if perhaps that was all it was.

      “You want to go take a look first?”

      “I wouldn’t be opposed to it.”

      She frowned for a moment before nodding.

      They moved along the street, though neither of them hurried nearly as quickly as they had before. This was partly because neither were quite sure what they might encounter and partly because Sam grew increasingly uncertain if they should even be out here.

      Green magical light had proven to be dangerous, which meant they should go for help. Others would be better equipped to handle something like this. The device on his hand was capable of unleashing magic, but that required him to be able to use it.

      “Do you see anything?” Tara whispered.

      Sam stared into the darkness, but even as he did, he didn’t notice anything that would help him. The green that he might have seen—and he wasn’t even sure whether it had been real or not—was no longer visible. There was no other glow out in the night.

      There would have to be a reason behind the light. That was what he had to question. But, given what they had gone through, he thought it’d be beneficial to determine the reason behind the glowing light, even if there was someone who was supposed to be here and use that power.

      As he looked up into the distance, Sam couldn’t help but worry about his sister. He had come to Tavran and to the Academy because of Mia. He had thought that it would be safer, that he would help her find a new life and an opportunity that they wouldn’t have otherwise. They had found a measure of safety. They had shelter and food, something they had struggled with during their time within Tavran, but they had also uncovered danger that they wouldn’t have before.

      And now Sam couldn’t help but feel as if there was a different danger.

      “There’s nothing there,” he replied. “I think—”

      She squeezed his hand again, crushing it so he could barely stand the pain.

      Sam pulled his hand free of hers and glanced over at her. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. I can feel something, even if I can’t see what it is.”

      As they crossed over a bridge, Sam noticed a hint of movement. It was the first movement he’d seen since they’d left the Academy, and it caught his attention. When he motioned to Tara, she frowned as her pace slowed, and the glow that had been working over her intensified.

      “You might not want to hold onto any spells just yet,” he whispered.

      There was another burst of the greenish light out over the bridge. Sam could feel it this time. It was different than when he’d been aware of the power before, but there was still the sense of it.

      “What was that?” Tara asked.

      “I don’t know. Tell me you saw it.”

      “I saw something. I just don’t know what it was.”

      Neither did Sam.

      They moved more carefully, heading farther along the bridge. Water rushed beneath them, the sound amplified by the silence of the night. Sam paused, looking over the edge to see down to the water. An occasional splash reached him from far below, leaving him damp. Moonlight made the water glow.

      But it wasn’t only moonlight.

      The faint greenish light was there. It hung over the water, leaving a shimmer behind that reminded him of when Tara had used the arcane magic to turn invisible.

      “It’s there,” he whispered.

      Something splashed in the water, and Sam looked down and saw a figure.

      Not just any figure. One he recognized.

      “That’s—”

      “Ben,” Sam whispered.

      “He’s not moving,” Tara said.

      Sam shook his head and looked ahead of him, trying to understand the power he sensed. It was near him. He stared for a moment, studying the darkness and trying to gauge what he detected. He couldn’t tell anything more, but he knew there was power.

      Ben floated downstream, quickly disappearing.

      “We should go—”

      Sam didn’t have a chance to finish. Power built again, this time exploding from the water. The explosion sent him flying backward. He clung to Tara’s hand, trying to keep them together as they flew. She burst with a bright white light, arcane magic flooding from her that cushioned their fall.

      Sam rolled to the side, and Tara dragged on his hand. “Get up!” she cried out.

      When he tried to put weight on his foot, it screamed in protest. “I can’t walk,” he winced, biting back the pain.

      She pulled on his hand. “That power is coming again,” she hissed.

      He was caught up in the pain flowing through him, not paying attention to the way the power was building, but now that she said it, he could feel it rising again. Water started to bulge up from the river. The green light was there, hanging over everything.

      Sam’s body ached. The pain in his foot made it difficult to focus on anything else. Even his hand throbbed.

      His hand. The key. That was new.

      He held it out, pointing it toward the water.

      “What are you doing?” Tara asked, the bright white light of her arcane magic consuming her and filling her with power.

      Sam ignored her so he could focus. He held his hand out and let the energy of the device burst away from him. It struck the water just as the power below was beginning to build.

      He didn’t know what it would do, only that he was accustomed to the violent power of the green glow being used in dangerous ways. In this case, the power from the device and from the river collided in a thunderous explosion. Water splashed upward, drenching him.

      Tara pulled on him, but he wasn’t able to walk. The only thing he could do was hop, and even that wasn’t very easy.

      “I’m not going to be able to keep up,” Sam panted.

      She clenched her jaw. White light swept through him, and a cold sensation struck him. He could barely move, and everything within him felt off. Strange. The pain in his foot throbbed anew. Then faded.

      “Run!” Tara yelled.

      Sam gingerly shifted some weight onto his foot, and this time the pain wasn’t there. Now that he could bear weight on his foot again, he started across the bridge.

      There was another buildup of power behind him. He tried to turn, to focus on the device, but the pulsing in his hand wasn’t there. There would be no way for him to counter what was coming.

      This blast struck him as water crashed down. Sam lost his grip on Tara’s hand, and he was torn from her as he went flying through the air.

      He landed in the water, swallowed by the green light.
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      Sam wanted to kick at the water, swim, and keep moving, but the current pulled on him each time he tried. It seemed as if the water was trying to engulf him, the greenish light flowing around him. There was energy powerful enough that he could see it even within the water.

      Whoever held this power was using it against him. Maybe they didn’t know it was him, but they were pushing upon him regardless. He would fail to escape if he couldn’t trigger the device. Without it pulsing, there wasn’t anything he could do. The pulsing wasn’t there now, but it had been earlier.

      Sam wondered how he could possibly use the faint green light to trigger the device again. The power he’d used to in the past was there, so he knew there would be some way for it to work.

      With a burst of energy, he plunged to the surface. Fast, flowing water carried him downstream through Tavran. The darkened city streaked past, making it difficult for him to do anything. At least he could breathe.

      He tried to swim, but he couldn’t move against the strong current. Sam wasn’t sure if it was the power from the green light holding him in place or if it was something else.

      In the darkness, he saw something floating nearby. For a moment, he thought it was a log, but then he remembered what had happened to Ben.

      Sam drifted downstream. When he reached Ben, Sam realized he wasn’t moving. Sam wrapped his arms around the Secundum and saw a massive gash still bleeding from his forehead, which the current was washing clean. He checked Ben’s neck for a pulse but found none.

      He was gone.

      Sam considered holding onto him, but he needed to get out of the center of the river, and he didn’t know if he would be able to do so while holding onto Ben. He let go, and Ben drifted away.

      Sam curled his hand around the key, clenching his fist tightly. He could feel the coolness of the metal, and he began to try something different. There were specific patterns that work to activate it, and he brought his fist forward, trying to create that beam of power that he had used when he had targeted Ferand with it.

      This time, it did nothing. If he couldn’t get out of the water, he would… do what?

      Tara was on the bridge. She wasn’t helpless—much less than him, actually. She was a skilled arcane arts user and had enough power that she could fight anything coming at her, but he still didn’t want anything to happen to her.

      Irritation at what had happened worked through him, and Sam slammed his hand at the water again. His hand started to throb with the power he could use. He focused as he targeted his hand across the river. Then the power exploded.

      It sent him backward, away from the center of the river and to the far shore on the other side. When he was near enough to the rocky shoreline, he crawled free from the water and rested. Sam looked up at the sky, the moon shining brightly overhead.

      There was a slight shimmer on the river, though he couldn’t see much in the way of the greenish light. Whatever had been there—and whatever had held him—had disappeared.

      As he looked around, trying to see where he had ended up, he peered up into the city. No streetlights glowed here the way they did in other parts of the city. The buildings were darkened and densely packed, which made it difficult to see anything.

      Somewhere near this edge of the city, Sam knew there were armies, though he had only caught fleeting glimpses of them. They were supposedly there to protect the city and defend it, but how could they defend the city against those who use power if those in the city who had power couldn’t protect themselves?

      Hopefully, nothing had happened to his sister. He knew that she wasn’t helpless. Not with her connection to the arcane arts, and not surrounded by other students, even if Sam didn’t always agree with some of her choices and some of the people she surrounded herself with. But it was difficult for him to let go of the protective instinct.

      And he couldn’t let go of it now. He wouldn’t.

      He needed to get moving, get back to the Academy, and warn those who could do something about what had happened. Not for himself but for his sister.

      Getting to his feet, he felt thankful Tara had healed him. Had she not, he wouldn’t have been able to make it back to the Academy. As it was, he would have to stagger through the city. There was a pain in his foot, though it wasn’t nearly as bad as it’d been before.

      It would take him a while to get back, so he started forward. As he didn’t know where he was, the only way to find his way back to the Academy would be to follow the river, but the streets didn’t follow the same path.

      Sam ventured deeper into the city. Buildings practically rested on each other, one after another, and the narrow streets made it feel darker and more suffocating than it would have otherwise. Only a sliver of moonlight made it down to the street, giving him little to see by.

      This was when having Tara and her ability to create a magical glow would have been helpful. The further he got from the river, the harder it was for him to hear it. If he couldn’t hear it, then he wouldn’t know which way to go.

      Sam turned in the direction he thought he needed to take, which led him along an even narrower street. In the distance, he thought he saw movement, but as he approached, he realized it was more his imagination than anything else. Whatever he had seen—or thought he had seen—must have been nothing more than a shadow.

      There was a strange odor in the air, like a mixture of ash and something rotting. The smell wasn’t quite as bad as what he’d endured while working in the lower level of the Academy, but there were similarities.

      Sam took shallow breaths, not wanting to smell the awful odor any more than necessary. The further he went, the more the smell became difficult to ignore. The stench was intensifying with every step.

      When he turned again, the smell worsened. A faint greenish light glowed near the end of the street. It was near him.

      Sam glanced down at his hand. If he could coax something out of the device, if he could somehow find a way for it to start pulsing, to fill with power, then he might be able to use it if he got into trouble.

      Clenching his hand, he tried to hold onto whatever energy he could and force power from the device, but there was none. No pulsing he’d come to associate with the device working. The faint light was ahead of him, glowing.

      Movement along the street drew his attention, and the stench in the air continued to worsen. Sam debated whether he should turn back, but he wanted to know what was up ahead. It had attacked him before, and he needed to figure out what it was and why he had been targeted.

      The light intensified. He could tell it came from another person.

      Sam backed up against one of the buildings. He looked around, searching for a sign, but he didn’t see anything other than the glowing light. Slipping along the wall, he headed toward it. He knew it was stupid of him to do, but he had to know if only so he could report back. Whatever it was had attacked them on the bridge.

      The sounds in the city came with a soft whisper, and he noticed the sound continuing to build into something strange and unpleasant. Combined with the stench in the air, it was unsettling.

      The light in front of him surged slightly. It happened slowly, and had he not been paying attention, he might not have been aware of it. Against the backdrop of the darkness, it was like a beacon of light.

      Sam reached the end of the street. There had been movement there, but he didn’t see where the source of it was. He thought he could pinpoint where he detected it before, but the power made it difficult for him to.

      Something grabbed him, and he jerked around. There was a shimmer—a hint of pale white light and nothing more—then he found Tara.

      “What are you—”

      “Quiet!” she hissed.

      The power around him shifted, and the shimmer began to take on a different shape. It took him a moment to realize what she was doing. She wrapped him in the same power she could control, one that made her invisible. Now it would make him invisible too.

      When it was done, he could see her, but the street in front of him was hazy. The shimmer he’d seen in the air when Tara used her power now surrounded him and everything around him.

      “What happened to you?” she whispered.

      “I was thrown into the river.”

      “I got thrown into it, too, but you stayed longer. It was almost as if you wanted to be there.”

      “It wasn’t quite that. I tried to get out, but there was something that held me in place.”

      “How did you get out?”

      “The key exploded, and I could move again.” Sam still didn’t know what changed, only that it had. “Something was controlling that power.”

      “And you just decided to come and see what it was?” she asked.

      “I thought I needed to.”

      She shook her head. The power around her shimmered again, and he saw more clearly. Tara glowed a little more brightly, and he didn’t know how much she revealed in that way.

      “How were you able to find me?”

      Her face flushed. “I put a tracking connection on you. And because I’d healed you, I could still feel the effect of that power rolling through you. Without that…”

      “Where are we?”

      “We’re at the edge of the city, far enough out that we shouldn’t be here. Students don’t come to this part of the city and for good reason. It’s too dangerous for us.”

      “Which part of the city is this?”

      This part of the city had houses built out of a pale gray stone, many with narrow windows, and almost all of them incredibly tall and slender. The stonework on them was far more decorative than it was in other parts of the city. It looked as if it were made when the people cared about the appearance of the stone, whereas now, the construction of Tavran was far more functional than that. Other aspects of this part of the city were less ornate. There were some smaller structures, almost always made out of wood, interspersed with the tall stone. It left Sam thinking that something had once happened here, but when he’d mentioned that to Tara in the past, she’d waved away the question. She didn’t know, or she didn’t care. That surprised Sam, especially as Tara seemed intrigued by all mysteries. The air in this part of the city was a little stale, as if it carried a hint of mold or perhaps age, that other aspects of the city couldn’t quite contend with.

      “Jaashin district. It’s one of the oldest areas here, though it wasn’t really even a part of it when the city was founded. Jaashin was its own city, ruled separately from the others.”

      “I can’t even imagine what that was like back then,” he said.

      “The city’s old, Sam. It’s been built upon the bones of another city. Like the Academy. That’s older than the city, as well. At least, parts of it.”

      “Like the Study Hall.”

      “That’s one part, but there are rumors there were other aspects of the Academy that we haven’t even seen.” She shrugged. “Lost over time, I suspect. My mother told me that there are lots of secret places all throughout Tavran. Tunnels that go nowhere, buildings that crumbled, all sorts of things.” She shrugged again. “Not that I’ve gone looking for them, but plenty of people do, I’ve heard. They think there’s some hidden treasure they can find in the city.”

      “Buried in the city?”

      “Well, it depends upon your definition of treasure.” She watched him, and he immediately knew that she understood what his definition of treasure would be.

      And she would share it.

      If they could find some ancient books, something that might share secrets of Tavran, or of anything that might have been there before…

      Maybe they could learn more about angulation or alchemy.

      There might have even been parts of the Academy he could find. The Study Hall suggested that there were parts that he remained unexplored, and they had only to find them.

      What if I could?

      That possibility intrigued him. He couldn’t deny that.

      Tara turned her attention in front of her and looked outward. Her hands twisted in a pattern as the power built from her. “I think they’re gone.”

      “We need to follow them.”

      “We might want to, but that’s not the same as needing to. Besides, they attacked you once and nearly killed you. They nearly killed me too!”

      Sam peered beyond what she was doing, the way her power was shimmering. There was nothing in front of them. He started forward, but Tara pulled him back.

      “You need to be careful. Especially in this part of the city. I don’t know what it was you detected.” She turned slowly in place, weaving the same shimmer around them.

      Sam laughed. “Don’t you like to tell me that you’re one of the most powerful students in the Academy?”

      “I’m not one of the most powerful. I’m advanced. There’s a difference.”

      “I don’t know what that difference would be.”

      “The difference is the knowledge. With what I can do…” She stood taller and looked around her. The power she’d been holding faded, and when she released it, she pushed a burst of power away from her. It appeared to him like a streak of color that washed over the street.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Something’s coming.”

      The glowing white light that had been around her disappeared suddenly.

      Tara breathed out. “Run, Sam,” she whispered.

      They started through the streets. The light he normally noticed around Tara had faded.

      She reached her hand out behind her, trying to keep them connected by giving him something to grab onto, but she was moving more quickly than he was.

      The greenish light he’d seen before seemed to be all around him. Sam stumbled after Tara, who was growing more distant.

      There was a sense from the device. A pulsation.

      He staggered forward. He hadn’t even realized he was getting trapped in the green glowing power. Tara was ahead of him, though not nearly as far as it seemed. He raced forward, trying to catch up to her. She turned and looked back at him, a hint of white shimmer coming off of her, a pattern that he couldn’t quite recognize.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said.

      “I can’t draw much power,” she said. “I’ve been trying, but there isn’t much I can do. So we’re going to have to get ahead of it, and then we should be able to keep them from holding onto me.”

      Sam looked around. “It’s more than that. I don’t know what it is, but the power here seems to be focused on me. Almost as if it were wrapped around me in particular.”

      Could that be what it was?

      It didn’t seem as if the people causing this would have any way of knowing about him, but maybe that was the key. Tara took his hand, making a point of squeezing his key-free hand.

      But what if she held the other one?

      Sam switched hands, and he pressed the device against her hand. There was a pulsing that began to build between him. He tried to squeeze his hand to prevent the power from bursting from the device, but it built with him.

      “Tara…”

      “What was that?” she whispered.

      “The device. I don’t know what’s happening with it. The only thing I can tell is—”

      The green light glowed brighter. He pulled Tara with him, plunging ahead. He didn’t know where they were heading, only that he didn’t think they could dare wait where they were.

      They reached an intersection, and she veered to the right. As they did, Sam hurried toward the river. No matter what else happened, the river was a source of power. They would be able to find their way back to the Academy, or he would have something that amplified the power of alchemy.

      Sam tried not to think of the strange light around him, the pulsing of the device in his hand, or even the way it felt to have Tara pressed against him as the two of them raced through the city. Instead, he focused on the sound of the river, using it to guide him toward the Academy.

      Another explosion thundered behind them. It had provided enough of a warning that Sam was able to try to twist sideways. Tara held her hand upward, and a burst of power flowed from her, mixing with the energy of the device.

      They shared a look and staggered ahead. Sam continued to move toward the river, passing buildings he didn’t bother to give a second glance to as Tara raced alongside him.

      The Academy suddenly loomed into view. He clenched his jaw and tried to move more quickly. The greenish light was behind them, though not so much that he could make out the source of it. The closer they got to the Academy, the easier it was to feel as if they would be safe. All they needed was to get onto the Academy grounds again.

      “Not much further—” he said.

      A dark figure appeared in front of them. Sam skidded to a stop, pulling Tara with him. He turned, trying to look along a side street. There were several around this part of the city, which meant they could take a different route back to the Academy if necessary. Now that they were close, he wouldn’t have to worry about following the river.

      There was another figure down the side street. Sam didn’t need to turn to know there were others behind him. He could practically feel them there.

      White light built from Tara, crisscrossing beams that she angulated out from her. Sam felt pressure coming from the key that he hadn’t fully activated. It was almost like it were drawn on its own. That power struck the angulated power that Tara used, exploding together.

      Sam turned, hoping this had been enough to deter these attackers, but the figures had somehow deflected the energy. They stood in place, motionless. Watching.

      “Any other ideas?” he whispered.

      “That was about all I can do,” she said. “I might be able to try one more thing, but I don’t know if it’s going to make a difference.”

      With that, a soft shimmer covered them. It was the same type that had washed over them when she’d tried to make them invisible. He held tightly to her hand, squeezing the device between their palms. Both the device and the shimmer began to pulse in time, syncing up with one another.

      “Do you think it worked?” she asked.

      Sam doubted it, but he didn’t want to tell her that.

      “Can you hold it while we move?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. It was hard enough the other time. I think it was when I tried that they saw us.”

      Sam squeezed her hand, and Tara took a step. As soon as she moved, power collided with them, throwing them back. He crashed into a nearby building, his head bouncing off the rock. He still held onto Tara’s hand.

      “Run,” he said after a few dizzying moments.

      “I can’t move,” Tara said.

      “We need to—”

      He couldn’t finish. Light began to build around them, and Sam had no doubt about its target. The light was meant for them, and nothing within him reacted the way it should. They were trapped.

      Sam tried turning to Tara, but his head didn’t move the way it was supposed to. As the light intensified, three figures converged on them.
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      Sam tried to tamp down the panic threatening to rise within him. It would serve no purpose. He had to keep his mind working. Logical thought was the most likely way he would escape from whatever happened here.

      He watched the figures, thinking about the key.

      It was an alchemy device, and he could use that, but he had to trigger it first. There were different ways of doing so, he had learned. Not only could he trigger power to explode from it, but there was an energy that permitted him to read the almanac. Maybe there were other techniques that he could learn and master.

      As they neared, he focused on the sense within his hand. He needed to trigger the key. For a moment, a slight tingling worked along his hand, but then it faded and left him wondering if he’d imagined it.

      The figures continued their approach. Sam could make out the features of one of them. He was a dark-skinned man, or perhaps only shrouded by the shadows, with a wide face and muscular build. Something in his hands glowed green. Sam found his gaze drawn to it, unable to take his eyes off of it.

      “Sam?” Tara whispered.

      He needed to move. They both needed to move.

      “Can you do anything?” he asked.

      “They’re holding me.”

      With each step, there was a delay, as if they were preparing something. With each step, Sam noticed the greenish glow intensifying. He realized it was coming from not only one of the men but several of them. They weren’t close enough for Sam to see what they held, but the light didn’t come from them the way it did from Tara. With her arcane arts, it seemed to flow outward from everything within her. With this, it seemed to come from what they held—the same way the light came from the key in Sam’s hand.

      The pulsing. That was what he needed, but finding a way to make it happen was the part of the device he didn’t quite understand yet.

      The figures loomed over them. The power they were using built, suppressing Sam and Tara. He could feel the way that power was working, even if he had no idea what they were doing. The pressure was considerable, almost as if it were trying to crush him.

      He immediately began to try to think through what he had learned about angulation, different techniques that he knew existed of it, wondering if perhaps there might be some tenet that he might be able to grasp that could help him. The power continued to build, crushing his ability to think clearly.

      That was almost worse for Sam. He hated it when his mind didn’t work the way he needed it to.

      The largest of the figures reached toward them. Not toward Tara, but toward Sam. They grabbed his hand. The key.

      The men were dressed in dark jackets, nearly black, and he didn’t see any weapons, though if they had access to alchemy—or the arcane arts—they wouldn’t necessarily need it.

      “That’s what this is about?” Sam asked. The words came out slowly. His mouth felt dry, and he wanted to lick his lips but couldn’t move his tongue enough to make it work.

      The man didn’t say anything. Instead, he tried prying Sam’s hand open, but Sam clenched it closed as tightly as he could.

      The man had a strange odor to him. Sam tried to ignore it, but he couldn’t quite place it. It was almost a pungent one of decay mixed with damp earth, something that shouldn’t be as unpleasant as it was. Perhaps it was the man’s proximity to him that made Sam feel that way.

      The man pried one finger back. Then another. With each finger he pried away, Sam’s heart hammered more. The key was powerful, and he remembered just how much Ferand had been willing to do to get it. More than that, it was tied to the book in some way. If they obtained both the key and the book, they would be capable of doing true alchemy, and possibly more Sam didn’t know about.

      He wanted to jerk his hand free, but they held him in place. Finally, the man uncurled all of Sam’s fingers and reached for the key.

      In all the time Sam had worn it, he hadn’t been able to dislodge it from his hand. He’d tried, and he suspected there had to be some way for him to take it off, but nothing had worked. Over time, he’d gotten used to wearing it, enough so that he didn’t even mind the way it felt anymore. There was a strangeness to it from time to time, but that was outweighed by the benefit of having whatever power the device offered.

      As the man pulled, it started to move, and Sam panicked. If the man was able to pry to device free…

      It slipped further off Sam’s hand.

      Light bloomed in the distance, bright enough that it served as a distraction. Sam used the opportunity and shoved the device back onto his hand. He pulled his hand back, clenching it into a fist. If he could only move… but he still couldn’t. Whatever they were doing still held him.

      “Focus,” the man growled. He had a deep voice. Painful. It grated against Sam’s ears, leaving him feeling as if the man had ripped through a part of his mind. When he reached out again, Sam knew he wouldn’t be able to withstand it much longer.

      Panic set in, and the key pulsed. That was something he could use. He did the only thing that he could think of. He forced his hand forward in the pattern that he had found that worked to activate the key, hoping that the alchemy within it would explode away from him, and would be useful. There came a burst of light.

      When it was gone, the man stood over him, still trying to free the key. But Sam could move. He kicked the man off him and rolled to the side, pulling Tara along with him.

      Light filled the night sky. White light, pure and powerful. It came from the Academy.

      Sam scooted back against the wall, holding onto Tara’s hand, squeezing a fist to hold the key in his hand. The man who’d attacked him came forward with a determined step and a burst of power from the strange item he carried.

      It had to be some sort of alchemy device. Sam had seen several, but not nearly as many as he knew were possible. The most part, alchemy within the Academy had been limited, and he had not spent much time outside of the Academy to investigate various forms of other alchemical devices. It was a mistake.

      Sam had read plenty of books on alchemy. He knew there were hundreds upon hundreds of different constructs.

      Many of them were dangerous.

      That was what he feared now.

      Tara started to glow. The angulation she used was familiar, one she had used before. That was how they had trapped Ferand and Ben. Sam had given her the instructions, and she had held the power. This time, she didn’t need him. She had repeated it on her own. When the light swirled around them, the approaching figure stopped. So did the others. They were held in Tara’s prison of light.

      The man watched her, ignoring Sam. “How long do you think you can hold this?”

      “Long enough,” she said, her voice strained.

      They would get to the two of them. The device.

      “Someone is coming,” he said to Tara. “If you can hold long enough…”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      The man watched them. Power built from the item he held, the steady greenish glow amplifying. With it came the same sense of pressure that held Sam in place. Whatever he was doing was powerful. His arms moved slightly, and Tara grunted.

      “He shouldn’t be able to do that,” she said to Sam.

      The man grinned. “You know so little.”

      The green light grew stronger again. As it did, Tara surged with more white light, more power, but she was using too much energy.

      “Who are you?” Sam demanded. Maybe he could distract the man, anything that would keep him from his power.

      “Someone you should fear.”

      “Keep him busy,” Tara whispered.

      Where were the others?

      Sam had seen the light coming toward them, which meant there were people from the Academy on their way. Sam watched her for a moment and recognized that she was using a complicated angulation pattern. He had no idea what it did.

      “I don’t fear anything in Tavran. With the Academy here, the alchemists having returned,” Sam said, hazarding the possibility that this person would fear alchemy, “the city is safe.”

      The glow Tara was emitting changed. It darkened for a moment, and then with a burst of light, power rushed away from her. With that, Sam could move again. He staggered to his feet and pulled Tara along with him. He looked at the man on the ground, who couldn’t move. Neither could the other two with him.

      They couldn’t linger. Sam grabbed her hand, and they ran through the streets, heading toward the distant sense of the Academy. There were no other signs of the pale white of the arcane arts and no other flashes of green to suggest alchemy. With the army situated around the city, and the threat they posed, he found it difficult to believe they would be part of an all-out attack upon Tavran.

      But he didn’t know what the Nighlan might try.

      Sam held onto her hand, running for the Academy. They had to be close now.

      With each step, Tara slowed. With everything they’d been through so far tonight, he wanted nothing more than to rest, but first, they had to reach the Academy.

      “Hold on,” he said. She mumbled something, though he couldn’t tell what it was.

      The greenish light was building behind him, and Sam glanced backward. The figures were there. The glowing item they each held left him wondering what kind of alchemy they might throw at the two of them.

      The Academy loomed into view, growing closer with every step.

      Power exploded, and they were both tossed forward. Sam stumbled to the ground, and he tried to get back up but couldn’t. The figures had already begun to place their power around him, which prevented him from moving.

      Get up. Move. Take another step. That was the only thought in his mind. Tara needed that from him, and he couldn’t let them have the key. It was important, and until he knew who they were and why they were after it, he understood it was his responsibility to hold onto that key and its power.

      Something was near him. Sam tried to look up at it, but he couldn’t move. The figure grabbed for his hand again. There wasn’t the same deliberate approach he’d taken before. He grabbed it and pulled, trying to yank it off of Sam’s hand, which was balled into a fist. Sam tried to keep the other man from prying his hand open, but he wasn’t going to be strong enough.

      Another surge of white light exploded. At first, Sam thought it had come from Tara. She’d already been drawing on too much power, and he didn’t think she could sacrifice anything more. He was sure there’d be consequences if she did, though he didn’t know enough about her type of arcane magic to know what those might be.

      Then he realized the white light was coming from behind them. It glowed from everywhere. All he had to do was hold on, just a little longer. If he could, then he would get help. He kept his fist tight, and when the man tried to pry it open, Sam spat at him. It was the only thing he could do.

      The man jerked his head back and kicked Sam, who went sprawling backward.

      Sam kept his hand balled up in a fist. The man stormed over to him, magic building.

      Professor Harp and Professor Norathin appeared. They were angulation instructors and skilled. Sam had observed several of their classes, hiding within the Study Hall so that he could see if there was anything unique that he might learn from the more advanced angulation instructors. Still, without any talent in the arcane arts himself, it hadn’t been as helpful as simply pouring through the books that he found within the library.

      But now, he was thankful for their presence. The power of pale white arcane arts began to build from them.

      The man turned toward the newcomers. He held the green glowing item outward and blasted them, but they deflected it. Greenish power surged again, and when it faded, he was gone.

      “Get up.”

      It was Havash. He glowed with soft white light, though not quite like Tara when she fully embraced her power.

      “Who was he?” Sam asked.

      “Not now. Get up.”

      Sam got to his feet, helping Tara to hers. She moaned softly.

      Havash looked over to her. “What happened to her?”

      “I don’t know. She used her power on him, holding him in the prison of light, but when he broke free, she said it hurt.”

      Havash grunted. “Dangerous. Especially if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      That sounded much like what the attacker had said to them, though the man had said it as a taunt, whereas Havash sounded concerned.

      “Get back to the Academy. I’ll meet you there,” Havash said.

      Sam started walking, gently pulling Tara with him. She seemed to drag a little, though it improved with every step. As they neared the Academy, Tara was more alert than she’d been.

      Once in the garden, Sam finally began to relax. “Does it still hurt?” he asked.

      “Not as much as it did. I think that’s starting to fade.” She looked over her shoulder and back out into the city. “We got lucky, Sam. I don’t know what that was, but we got lucky.”

      “I know.”

      “Had Havash and the others not gotten there when they did, there’s no telling what would have happened to us.”

      Sam knew what would have happened. At least to the device. He didn’t know what would have happened to them. It was possible the man needed them, though it was just as likely he was only after the device. Once he had that, they would have been discarded.

      “Come on,” he said.

      They headed through the garden, past a line of shrubs. All Sam wanted was to get back to his room. He wouldn’t even try to go into the Study Hall tonight. All he wanted was a measure of safety. It seemed ironic to him that he was in far more danger in Tavran than he had ever been in Erstan.

      When they reached the entrance to the Academy, he hesitated with his hand on the door. At this time of the night, the Academy was normally quiet. There might be a few staff wandering the halls, and the kitchen would start hopping with activity as it got closer to morning, but that was all.

      Not now.

      Gray-robed instructors patrolled the halls. An older woman with a slight stoop glanced toward Sam and Tara.

      “What are you two doing up?” Professor Clarice asked, coming toward them. A small sphere in her hand started to glow with a soft white light.

      “Professor Clarice, we were just…” Tara glanced over at Sam as if looking for an answer.

      “I know that you were out for the midmonth celebration, but we have detected some aberrant use of power in the city. The students have all been called back.”

      “I know,” Tara said. “We saw it.”

      Professor Clarice frowned. “You saw it?”

      Sam still wasn’t entirely sure which of the professors might have been working with Ferand. He liked to think that all who remained were trustworthy, but he couldn’t be certain.

      Can I trust Professor Clarice?

      “We saw an explosion,” Sam said. “It looked too powerful to be anything but alchemy. We went looking for help.”

      Professor Clarice nodded. “That was wise. Then again, I would expect nothing less from you, Mr. Bilson. Perhaps it’s best if you return to your tower. We will secure the Academy, and the council is ensuring that the city is secure.”

      “What are they doing to secure the city?”

      Professor Clarice regarded him for a long moment, and then she sighed. “Unfortunately for you, Ms. Stone, you might be called into service sooner than we intended, so you might as well know. And you, Mr. Bilson, have proven your intellect, and given your advanced age, we suspect that you will advance quickly.”

      Sam resisted the urge to correct her on that, as there was no chance that he would advance quickly.

      “Recent Academy graduates have been called to defend the borders of the city. Many have begun to work with the armies, adding a layer of arcane arts protection to it.”

      Sam could read between the lines of what she was saying.

      They were preparing for a Nighlan assault.

      “What happens if they breach the city?”

      She shook her head. “The Academy has many powerful users of the arcane arts,” she said. “You don’t have to fear that happening.” She smiled, and there was something almost condescending and at this time. “Off to your tower.”

      He and Tara moved onward. They headed up the stairs to their own section before pausing at the entrance to the Study Hall.

      “Do you want to return?” Tara asked.

      Sam shook his head. “I think we have to start getting ready for the possibility of a Nighlan attack,” he said glumly.

      “I need to get word to my mother,” Tara said softly.

      “Do you think she will tell you anything?”

      “Normally, I’d say no, but in this case, she might. If she knows that students are getting called into fight…” She shook her head again. “Never heard of anything like that before. Even having users of the arcane arts mixed with the army is unusual.” She looked over to Sam. “I wish we could use the library.”

      “We have another option. Something that might be better than what we could find in the library.”

      She nodded. “Maybe that’s for the best.”

      They followed the Study Hall through the narrow corridors, Tara holding onto her connection to the arcane arts, creating a ball of pale white light in her hand to illuminate their passing. Neither of them worried about revealing their presence here. When they reached the entrance that would lead down to the alchemy tower, Sam triggered it, stepping inside and waiting for Tara before heading down the stairs. They closed the door behind them.

      He hurried into the alchemy tower and paused. It was illuminated with a pale greenish light. Alchemy lanterns.

      The almanac rested on the table. It drew his attention the way that it often did. He settled down in front of it, pulling open the cover and looking at the strange symbols.

      At least now, he could read the pages, but only when he used the device. He could read what was written on each page by channeling power through it and into the almanac. That had been the largest change for him and one he still didn’t fully understand. When he’d first tried studying the almanac, he saw only a series of symbols. There wasn’t anything he’d been able to make out from the writing, at least not well enough for him to be able to understand its significance. Now he could read it, but most of what was written within the book related to using magic. None of that helped Sam.

      “We just need to master a few different patterns of angulation here,” Sam suggested. “Knowing how powerful many of these are, I suspect we’re going to find something more beneficial here.”

      “These are more complicated than any that we found in the library.”

      “You can handle it.”

      “But I can’t read it.” The frustration in her words was evident. It took Sam to activate the key, which in turn revealed to the writing within the almanac. It was a combination of the two, which irritated Sam, as well. He didn’t like depending upon anyone to help him understand how to use what was in the almanac. Unfortunately for him, he couldn’t do anything on his own.

      And unfortunately for Tara, she couldn’t either.

      The door opened, and he looked over to see Havash sweep into the room, closing the door quickly and resting his hand on it for a moment. The inside of the door glowed with a pale white light before fading.

      Havash was tall and slender, typically dressed in his robes of office, the dour gray that seemed to fit him. He looked so different than the first time Sam had encountered him on the streets of Erstan. At that time, he’d been wearing a tattered cloak and had a shaggy, trimmed beard. His dark eyes seemed as penetrating as when Sam had first seen him.

      Sam wasn’t entirely surprised that Havash came down into the alchemy tower. Now that he knew it was safe for those with arcane arts, there was no reason for anyone to avoid it, though many of the instructors still did. Sam suspected that Havash kept those rumors alive intentionally.

      “You were out in the city?” Havash asked.

      Sam glanced over to Tara before nodding. “We were. We saw alchemy used.”

      There was no use in denying it, not with Havash and the fact that he thought he could trust him.

      “And then we were attacked. Well, Sam was,” Tara said.

      “Who were they? The man wanted this.” Sam held his hand up, motioning toward the key. Havash hadn’t been able to remove it from him any easier than Ferand had been. “And he nearly pulled it off.”

      The other man sighed. “When Ferand revealed himself, I knew the Academy was no longer safe. Unfortunately, I thought we had more time, but they have been determined. With that level of determination, we need to be ready to respond.”

      “We?”

      Havash leaned forward. “We, Samran. You were targeted because you hold the key. They will do what they can to retrieve it. If they do, then all of Olway will be in danger. The Nighlan will stop at nothing to acquire it. The key is dangerous in the wrong hands.” As Havash said it, he looked at Sam with an unreadable expression. Sam couldn’t tell if Havash implied that he had the wrong hands or not. “And we must prevent them from reaching it or the almanac.”

      “I’ve been trying to understand why,” Sam admitted. “In the Barlands, there are rumors of the Nighlan. Plenty of them. But mostly, they’re of an empire chasing power.”

      “It is power,” Havash said, “and they are chasing it, but what they’re chasing are various forms of magical power. If they acquire the key to alchemy—”

      “Don’t you mean the lock?”

      Havash frowned a moment. “Perhaps,” he said. “But if they obtain it, then they will have acquired one more means of attacking.”

      “They already have arcane arts, then,”

      Havash regarded him for a long moment. “Unfortunately.” He breathed out heavily. “We must prepare and be ready. The Nighlan are active in the city. They can hide anywhere. You shouldn’t go into the city any longer, Samran. Now that you carry the key, and you are the one who controls the almanac, it is simply too dangerous.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      Havash shot him a hard glare. “Do you think that the alchemists who are within the Academy were unable to protect themselves? Do you think they were so ill-equipped for danger? Despite their preparation, Ferand and Ben managed to slaughter all of the remaining alchemists within the Academy. Would you be the next?”

      The words seemed to hang in the air for a moment.

      “When do you think they will attack again?” Tara asked.

      When and not if. Both knew that to be true.

      But the better question was how much power would they bring to bear?

      “I don’t know. All I know is that they have begun their incursion into Olway. They will not be satisfied until they acquire what they seek. And we are all that stands between them and destroying everything here.”
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      It felt strange to Sam that he would be going to class after an attack in the city. Then again, none of the students knew about it. He and Tara were the only ones who truly understood what had happened. Everyone else thought that the Academy was perfectly safe. Perhaps for them, it was.

      The device felt strange in his hand. It seemed a tingle at times as if it wanted to activate. Sam found himself wrapping his hand around the key, tracing the fingers of his hand around it, feeling for the warmth of the key. He tried not to think about how he could activate it and tried not to think about the power that existed within it. He wanted to focus instead on finding normalcy.

      In this case, normalcy came from attending class.

      He found Professor Clarice as simple as always. It was almost as if she didn’t want the students to learn anything more complicated, though he doubted that was true. He didn’t think that she was trying to keep students from coming to understand angulation in an advanced fashion. Given what he had seen of some of the upper-level students, he knew they would eventually begin to learn more complex uses of it. Still, it seemed odd to Sam that so much time was spent on basic aspects of angulation and so little time was spent working on the more complex strategies.

      He got to mathematics late, and he wasn’t able to sit next to James. He had to take a seat in the back by himself and stared at the board as Professor Jones work through one of the equations.

      It was a complex equation, or it would’ve been had Sam not spent the time that he had within the library. Sam quickly solved it and then started to let his mind wander. It was difficult to stayed focused on the class, especially with what he had been through.

      By the time class was over, he shuffled off to botany.

      This one was even more difficult to stay awake for.

      He thought about Tara’s suggestion about trying to think through botany and treat it like anything else and listened to Professor Gilbert going on about the various flowering plants found all around. He wondered how many of them could be useful in alchemy. There had to be some.

      At one point, Sam turned to listen to one of the students in front of him, who was having a quiet conversation with another. They were from the olwand tower, and he didn’t know them very well, though from having spent time in class with them, he had noticed that they tended to talk through most of it. Professor Gilbert either didn’t seem to care or didn’t hear when students talked through her class.

      At one point, Sam leaned back, his own mind starting to wander, trying to come up with a question to ask for him to stay engaged in the classroom, but it grew increasingly difficult for him to do.

      The time in these classes gave Sam more of an opportunity to think about his connection to the key. Tara seemed convinced that he had access to the arcane arts, though Sam felt that unlikely. All he had was some alchemy device that made it appear that way, but there was a question that lingered within him that made him start to wonder if perhaps he might have access to something more. And if he did, shouldn’t he have been working to understand it?

      Only he had, and he had failed. Any attempt to try to reach for arcane arts, despite how much knowledge Sam had of it, eluded him. It was better not to get his hopes up thinking that he might be something that he was not.

      When the bell rang, Sam moved on.

      He realized something as he trudged to his next class.

      For so long, he had wanted his mind to be challenged. Coming to the Academy had offered him that opportunity, and Sam had appreciated the chance to be challenged here. Still, now he started to question whether the classroom setting was where he would find his challenge.

      It had gotten worse the longer that he had spent in the library, and now with the library mostly closed off to him, perhaps he would find himself more invested in what he could learn from his instructors, but he still found it difficult.

      Not impossible, but he did find that he wasn’t learning anything in his classes that he hadn’t already seen in books.

      By the time he reached the dining hall that evening, those thoughts had been troubling him.

      What does it mean for me, then? I no longer feel as if I need to sit through class?

      That couldn’t be the case, but he still felt as if perhaps he needed to talk to Havash, or maybe to one of his other instructors—even the Grandam—about having an opportunity to study more advanced concepts.

      Tara sat across from him, setting her tray down. She had a stack of berries, broccoli, and a small sliver of sliced sausage. Sam had filed his tray high, still not having moved past that feeling of scarcity that he had known while living on the street.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      Sam shook his head. “It’s nothing,” he said.

      She frowned at him. “I can see that look in your eyes,” she said to him.

      Sam looked around the inside of the great hall. The rows of tables with students gathered all around filled the space. There was room for another row of tables, for the fifth tower that was no more, but with that, Sam didn’t know how many students there had even been within alchemy previously.

      He found his sister sitting at her table and was relieved to see that a group of first-year students surrounded her. Gresham was nowhere to be seen. Either he had moved on to someone else, or maybe Mia had finally gotten smart enough and had begun to ignore him.

      “I’m just getting frustrated with class,” he said.

      “It’s taken you long enough,” she said.

      Sam tore his gaze away from looking around the inside of the dining hall before frowning at her. “What?”

      She shrugged. “I reached that point in my first year too. It took me through the first exam.”

      “What did you do then?”

      “You realize that you can ask to be challenged more,” she said.

      Sam frowned at her. “I can ask?”

      “Most of your instructors are just waiting for you to ask. That’s not to say that they will move you into a more advanced class setting. I suppose it’s possible, though I’ve not seen it done before. It’s just that if you ask, most of them have supplementary works that they will offer you to challenge you beyond what you’re learning in class.”

      “So extra work?”

      She laughed softly, stuffing a strawberry into her mouth and chewing it slowly. “It’s not like you haven’t been doing extra work anyway. Besides, you have been working with Havash, so you started that process anyway.”

      Sam leaned back, and he took a bite of his sausage, chewing it slowly. Was that all he needed to do? If he asked for more work, maybe that would be enough for him to feel challenged.

      Or perhaps not.

      What he really needed was more time in the library.

      Unfortunately, there wasn’t any good way for him to get fat without drawing the wrong kind of attention, and Sam didn’t want to do that. They could go to the library and grab books, which they had, but it wasn’t the same.

      And maybe that was his real issue. When the library had been open, Sam had not felt quite this way.

      Or maybe it was just that he was starting to come to terms with the fact that his time in the Academy was not indefinite.

      Tara reached across and squeezed his hand. “It’s going to be okay,” she said.

      “I’m not sad about anything.”

      She frowned at him. “Even after what happened?”

      “I don’t think that I have anything to worry about there.”

      That wasn’t exactly true, though, and they both knew it. He could be a target. In fact, he probably was a target because he carried the key.

      “You don’t need to try to convince me,” she said.

      Sam sighed, and he finished his meal in silence. At one point, James took a seat next to him, looking over at Tara, and shrugged. He had dived into his food, a much smaller portion than he once would’ve taken, and looked over to Sam as he finished. “Are you coming to the great hall later? There’s games!” He seemed far too excited about the prospect of games.

      “I might,” he said. “Seeing as how I don’t have much else that I can do.”

      James looked over to Tara. “What about you? I’m sure that no one will complain if we have a fourth-year student with us.”

      “I have an advanced angulation seminar tonight.” She looked at Sam, and he wondered for a moment if she actually had that seminar or if it was her way of trying to connect him to the Academy. She wouldn’t put that past her. Tara could be devious like that.

      “Perfect,” James said. “Well, not that you have advanced angulation, but perfect that we can drag Sam off to the game with us. There’s a new one. It’s a card game that came out of the north.”

      “What game is that?” Sam asked, and he started to question who might have produced a game out of the north. The Barlands were to the north, and though there were other places within Olway, he didn’t expect there to be too many games that made their way to Tavran.

      James shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s called Bear. I’ve never played it before, but I think you’d probably enjoy it.”

      “Because I’m from the Barlands?” Sam asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “What? No. Because the game is kind of fun.” James glanced from Sam to Tara, shaking his head. “I wasn’t trying to upset you. I just…”

      Tara got to her feet. “You two have fun. I’m going to see what I can learn about advanced angulation and the various techniques of coordinating an intersecting series of complex angulated lines into—”

      “That’s enough,” James muttered. “I don’t even understand half of what you’re saying and don’t have any interest in hearing about something that I won’t even be able to use for years. If ever.”

      “You’ll be able to use that eventually,” Tara said. She looked over to Sam. “And you have fun.”

      Sam forced a smile.

      Fun.

      She was trying to help him. He appreciated that, but what he really wanted was to get into the Study Hall and have an opportunity to grab a stack of books, settle in, and just read. That was how he was going to have fun.

      Tara knew that, as well.

      But she also knew that he needed to be prodded a little bit.

      He supposed that he should be thankful that she cared enough to try to push him out of his comfort zone and force him into doing things and interacting with others in ways he didn’t necessarily feel were necessary. Mostly because he believed that his time within the Academy was short-lived. Tara felt otherwise, increasingly so since he had bonded to the key, but Sam still didn’t know that there was anything within his connection to the key that meant he had any touch of arcane arts.

      “Is everything okay between the two of you?” James asked.

      “They are fine,” he said.

      “I just wanted to make sure. She’s been more easygoing since you’ve started spending time together. That’s the rumor.”

      “Rumor?”

      He shrugged. “Well, you know how rumors can be.”

      He clasped his hands together, leaning forward. “And what kind of other rumors are out there about us?”

      James flushed slightly. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m curious. Tell me.”

      “Well, after the attack, there are some who are saying that you and Tara were there. I know how ridiculous that sounds, especially that students would be involved, but neither of you were seen when the Academy was evacuated.”

      Sam held James’s gaze for a moment.

      “We were there,” he said firmly.

      James’s eyes widened. “What? That’s true?”

      Sam didn’t want to lie to his friend, and even though he knew that his time in the Academy wasn’t going to be indefinite, James was still a friend. “We had snuck in to study.”

      When James smirked, Sam shook his head.

      “And we caught sight of some of the attack. Not all of it, and we tried to stay out of it, but it did drag us in. Were it not for Tara, I don’t know that I would have even survived.”

      That much was the truth as well.

      “Wow,” James muttered. “I thought it was just a story.”

      “I don’t want you sharing that with anyone,” Sam said, eyeing him carefully.

      James shook his head. “You can trust me. Besides, there are few enough of us in our tower as it is. We need to keep as many people as we can, don’t we?”

      Sam started to smile, and though he didn’t know whether he could believe that James would keep quiet, it did feel better telling him part of the truth.

      There had been several times over the last few months when he had been tempted to tell him the truth about his own potential with the arcane arts. He didn’t know whether James would even believe him, though. Now that he had the key, and he knew how to force power out of it, he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he could make it look like he had some connection to the arcane arts for a little while. At least until it came to the point when he had to truly test and prove himself.

      “What was it like?”

      “I can’t even describe it,” Sam said.

      “I mean, I’ve seen the library since the attack, so I know what happened,” James went on. “I’m just curious what it might’ve been like for you to have been there.”

      “Terrifying.”

      James chuckled. “I suspect that is completely true.”

      He leaned back, pulling his tray with him. “Now we definitely need to go and play Bear.”

      “Why?”

      “With luck like yours to have survived that, I think you might be just what I need to make sure that I win.” He grinned. “Well, and you are from the Barlands. I’m sure you know how to play Bear already.”

      “Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t.”

      “That’s okay. I’m sure you will figure it out quickly. You will probably win just because you can break down the game.”

      “I hope I don’t disappoint you with that, either.”

      James just laughed.

      Sam smiled, and he looked over to the door leading out of the dining hall, shaking his head slightly. Tara knew him too well.
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      Sam looked up at Havash, who sat behind his desk and scratched his pen along the surface of a page. “Any luck, Samran?” He didn’t even need to take his eyes off his writing. “We need you to gain control over that key. Ferand poses a unique threat,” Havash went on. “He knows the workings of the Academy, and if he is free, it means there are other Nighlan active in the city. We must be prepared—and vigilant.” He turned his focus fully on Sam. “Which means that I will need to trust you more than I think I had been prepared to do. You are not equipped for the dangers yet. Perhaps in time, but for now…” He shook his head.

      “I’m not equipped because I can’t use the arcane arts,” Sam said, “but that doesn’t mean that I can’t be helpful. I think I’ve already proven my usefulness.”

      Havash glanced over to Sam’s hand, where the key remained situated. “It is more than just that. And, as we have already discussed, there remains the possibility that you do have some potential with the arcane arts.” He frowned and scratched his beard. “Perhaps that is what I need to be working on. With your potential, you might be of more use if you do have some understanding of the arcane arts.”

      “It’s not a lack of understanding that I have,” Sam said. “I can read and remember almost everything you can feed me from the library. It’s a lack of ability with it.”

      “Of course,” Havash said, waving his hand. “And it’s that lack of ability that we must remedy. The key has its own power, but it’s stored power from alchemy. Perhaps the answer for you is to find understanding in a different manner than what you would have before.” He got to his feet and headed to a bookshelf before grabbing one book and setting it in front of Sam. “Look through this.”

      Sam pulled it toward him. It wasn’t one he’d read before.

      “What is this? It looks like language construction.”

      “What is a language but a way to bring order?”

      “So you want me to study the languages so that I can better understand what?”

      “If you have as quick a mind as you say,” Havash started, though there was a hint of a smile to the words, and not insult as Sam was accustomed to, “you should have very little trouble gaining insight into some of these other languages. Once you do, we have alternative volumes that you can begin to read. Perhaps the key to your understanding of the arcane arts and finding how you can best apply the zero tenant will be locked within one of them.”

      Sam snorted. “Is it belief?”

      “I don’t know,” Havash said. Havash patted the table. “Begin to study, Samran. I believe you don’t have any difficulty with that instruction, do you?”

      Sam shook his head. “You know that I don’t.”

      “No. You do not.”

      This time, Sam was certain that he heard a measure of respect and Havash’s words.

      Sam turned his attention to the book, moving through it slowly. It wasn’t an easy book to get through. It was all on the language of Vothal, a country that Sam didn’t even know. He immediately understood why Havash wanted him to read it, though. There were a series of symbols within it, similar to what he saw in the almanac. Perhaps that was what Havash hoped that he would find.

      He lost track of time when the door to the alchemy tower opened and Chasten entered. He was tall, much older than Havash, and had a shock of gray hair and piercing blue eyes that studied Sam for a moment. He wasn’t an instructor at the Academy, though he had participated in testing.

      “Sam,” Chasten said, nodding. “An interesting choice for your studies.”

      “Havash thought that I might learn something from it.”

      Chasten snorted. “He thinks you can interpret the almanac?”

      “It looks like that.”

      “There’s a reason that we have the key,” he said.

      “I wonder if he worries we will lose it.”

      “Because of the other attack,” Chasten said, tapping his lips. They were pursed into a deep frown, and he continued to stare for a few long moments. “A difficult title to attempt.”

      “I think he is hopeful that my ability to memorize will be useful here.”

      “You think that it will be?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said. “He made some comment about languages creating order.”

      Chasten chuckled again. “And alchemy creates order as well. An interesting approach. Perhaps not the one that I would’ve taken, but…” He pulled the chair over, taking a seat next to Sam. “Given that the Nighlan have made their presence in the city known, it might be best that you continue your studies of the almanac. If you can do so without needing the key, it might be even more beneficial.”

      “For who? For you? Havash?”

      Chasten smiled tightly. “A quick mind indeed,” he muttered. “Yes, I suspect that Havash does intend for you to try to come up with some way of interpreting the almanac so that others can work through it. Those of us who understand alchemy know that only a few ever are permitted access to the key.” He nodded at Sam’s hand. “I was surprised when it bonded to you. And it has most definitely bonded.”

      “Which means it can be unbonded,” Sam pointed out. “It was in the vault when I found it.”

      “Either it was unbonded, or something happened to it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “None of us were here during the attack. It’s entirely possible that when the tower was attacked, something happened to the key.” He frowned. “I’ve been trying to understand the purpose behind the nature of that specific attack. There had to have been something they hoped to accomplish. The only thing that I’ve come up with, especially in that they targeted the alchemy tower specifically, is that they were trying to dislodge the key.”

      “Is it really the literal key to understanding alchemy?”

      “You’ve seen what the almanac permits you to do.”

      “I’ve seen it,” Sam said, nodding. “But it seems to me that there would be other ways of accessing that kind of alchemy too.”

      “You would think so.” He patted the table. “And if you can uncover some secret to alchemy that more people can understand…”

      “It would mean the Nighlan would be able to access the almanac more easily.”

      “Perhaps, or it would mean that those without access to the key could perform true alchemy.”

      Chasten got to his feet, and he made his way down the hall, pausing at one of the bolts.

      Sam stared at the book.

      Havash was smart—and clever.

      He was after something more than what it appeared. Sam was certain of it. The challenge for him was understanding just what Havash was after.

      He turned his attention back to the book, before growing tired. Not only tired, but impatient too.

      Without any answers, he didn’t want to remain here. Besides, Tara would be waiting for him.

      He debated going through the Study Hall, but there was no need. Instead, he took the stairs out of the alchemy tower.

      When he reached the kitchen, he paused.

      He pushed the door open and found it busy with the evening preparations.

      “Where have you been skulking off to these days?” Okun asked.

      Sam looked over, and he chuckled. “I haven’t been skulking.”

      “You could have fooled me.”

      “Is it that difficult to fool you?”

      Okun raised up a meaty fist. “You were fooled,” he said, smiling. He had been injured in the attack, but thankfully he hadn’t died. Sam knew only a little about Okun, enough to know that he was more than what he appeared. Certainly more than just a cook. An alchemist and somebody who understood the workings of the Academy.

      That alone was enough for Sam to trust him.

      He wished that Okun would share more with him, but he had secrets, and Sam was just a student—a first-year one at that.

      “You were downstairs for a while. You missed dinner, didn’t you?”

      Sam shrugged before nodding. “I might’ve.”

      “And you need something to eat.”

      He looked around the kitchen, glancing to the clean counters and the cooks near one of the washbasins, and finally turned his attention back to Okun. “What do you have?”

      “I have a sourdough bread and some cheese you might like.”

      Sam wrinkled his nose. “What makes you think I like saltier foods?”

      Okun headed to a cupboard, pulled out a few things, and handed them to Sam. “Go. Stay out of my hair.”

      Sam chuckled. “You don’t have much.”

      “No, because I want people like you to stay out of it.”

      Sam hesitated for a moment. “I’m glad that you weren’t hurt.”

      It was his way of offering some comment about how he knew what had happened, but he wasn’t sure that Okun would respond very well to him.

      Okun just grunted, not at all surprisingly. “Not thrilled by what took place.”

      “You were watching the tower, weren’t you?”

      “Watching, listening, waiting for somebody to be stupid enough to go venturing down there.” He locked eyes with Sam for a moment. “Never thought it would be someone claiming to have no insight about alchemy.”

      He kept his voice at a low whisper, but Okun’s deep voice still seemed to rumble. Sam glanced past him, wondering how many of the others in the kitchen could hear what he was saying. He turned back to Okun, he realized that the cook was glowing with pale white light, though it was faint. Maybe he had created some sort of barrier that would prevent anyone else from hearing what he was saying.

      “I have some insight,” Sam said. “I do need to improve, but it’s not that I’m ignorant.”

      “You can’t learn everything in books, Sam.”

      “I know.”

      Okun watched him for a moment before breathing out and turning, going to a cabinet, gathering a few things, then carrying it back to Sam. He handed him a hunk of bread, some cheese, some sliced sausage. “Go. Don’t miss your meal.”

      Sam nodded to him. He hesitated a moment. He felt as if Okun needed to know about what had happened in the city.

      “Did you hear about the—”

      Okun raised his hand. “Don’t,” he said, cutting him off. “I heard. I know what it means. And I know the danger that we’re in. Say nothing more.”

      Sam just nodded. “I won’t. I just wanted to make sure that you heard about it.”

      Okun frowned at him. “I hear about everything that happens here.”

      He gave Sam a gentle shove, sending him out of the room.

      Sam started down the hall and heard voices. When he reached the stairs leading up to the great hall, he found a cluster of students. Most were from the sharan tower, though there were a couple from olwand, which surprised him. Generally, the different towers didn’t mingle.

      He was tempted to join them, or at least find others from his tower, but who would he go to?

      Tara was pretty much his only friend these days. He still had James, but Sam had created his own separation with James, however unintentionally. By spending as much time with Tara as he had, and his own fear of eventual banishment from the Academy, he had not been much of a friend to him.

      Normally he’d go off to the library, but with it damaged, he didn’t really have anywhere to go.

      Which left going back to his room, or going to the Study Hall, or…

      Sam glanced behind him.

      He could go back to the alchemy tower.

      And maybe he should. At least there, he felt like he had a place. He felt comfortable.

      Even with everything that he had done to help the Academy, he still didn’t quite feel right here. The only thing that made him feel better was diving into a book.

      Thankfully he had some in his room. That was where he was going to go.

      What else could he do?
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      Sam sat at the small desk in his room, a lantern resting on the table nearby, the stack of books he had borrowed now filling the space in front of him. He rubbed his eyes, fatigue weighing heavily on him. He’d been reading for the better part of the last hour. He was ready for a break when the door opened.

      Tara smiled at him, flicking her gaze to the books. “I still miss the library,” she said.

      “Because you don’t have to talk to me?”

      She frowned at him. “Maybe this is better. I don’t have to think about the way that Muriel was looking at you.”

      “I didn’t see the way that she was looking at me. But can you blame her?”

      Tara shook her head. “I definitely miss the library.”

      She pushed the books away from her, staring at the stack that they had piled up. They had rescued several different volumes from the library cleanup process and made a point of cycling through them, bringing them up to their room to study, but it wasn’t the same. They both felt the same way.

      “I need a break. How about you?”

      “I think that would be perfect,” Sam said with a grateful sigh. The timing couldn’t have been better. He was ready for something else and needed to get up and move. “What do you have in mind?”

      She took his hand, leading him to the door and into the hallway.

      When they reached the Study Hall, they headed down toward the library, where Tara triggered the door to open it. They paused for a moment. They had not been coming here after hours nearly as much as they once did, partly because instructors were working in the library at all hours trying to get it back organized. Sam wished that there would be some downtime for them to have an opportunity to explore, but lately, they had only had the opportunity to dart into the library, grab some books before sneaking back out.

      “I hear something,” she said. “I can’t tell if it is in the main part of the library, the restricted section, or…”

      “Then we shouldn’t go there,” Sam said.

      “I’m willing to risk it,” she said.

      He smiled slightly. “I know. I’m not.”

      They lingered for a moment, but then he motioned for her to follow, and they headed through the hidden halls to the door that led down into the alchemy tower. When they were in it, the smell began to build.

      They had both gotten accustomed to the smell, though it wasn’t easy to truly deal with it.

      Tara wrinkled her nose. “You would think that they would have this cleaned up now,” she muttered.

      “I don’t think they trust anyone to come down here just yet.”

      “But it’s not dangerous. Not like they claimed.”

      “Again, I don’t think they want anyone to know that.” He glanced over to the table with the almanac on it and shrugged. “Not that I even blame them for that. I don’t necessarily want anybody coming down here. We don’t know anything about this book yet.”

      “We know some things,” she said. “We just don’t have full mastery of it yet.”

      “Fine,” he said. “We don’t have full mastery of it. Either way, we don’t really know it.”

      They walked along the hall, looking at some of the doors that were coated with some foul substance, before pausing at the vault where the key had been.

      “It makes you wonder what was here before,” she said.

      “Other than the key?”

      “The key was here, but there has to be something else here. Otherwise, why would they secure it like this?”

      Sam stared at it for a moment before shrugging. “I don’t really know. And I’m not exactly sure that it matters.” He turned away.

      “I think… oh.”

      He turned to see Havash coming down the stairs, who frowned when he saw Tara. “Ms. Stone. Perhaps it is best that you are here too. Come with me.”

      Sam and Tara shared a look before heading up the stairs with Havash.

      “Where are we going?” asked Sam.

      “To work,” Havash said.

      The walls of the stairs were narrow. The stone in the lower sections of the Academy was different than those in the higher sections. Given what Sam had seen of these corridors, he believed they had been constructed at different times. Lanterns were set in the walls, though only a few of them glowed. The air hung with a hint of dampness, a memory of the river that flowed nearby, and just the slightest undercurrent of the stench.

      They reached the hallway with the instructor quarters and made their way along to Havash’s rooms. He pushed the door open and stepped aside. Tara frowned for a moment before heading into the room, and Sam followed.

      The doors to the inner rooms were both closed, leaving only the outer room, a table, a pair of chairs, and some paintings that Sam had not seen before.

      “Have the two of you been working through the almanac?”

      “Somewhat,” Sam agreed. “We’ve been trying to use the key, but the techniques are complicated.”

      Havash turned to Tara. “Even for you?”

      “You did hear what was involved in the one when Ferand attacked, didn’t you?” she said.

      “I heard, and I also understand the potential you have, or at least how much potential all of the instructors believe you to have. Or is this misguided?”

      “It’s not misguided,” Tara said firmly.

      Havash started to smile.

      “He’s trying to get a reaction out of you,” Sam whispered.

      “It’s working,” Tara muttered.

      “And have you pieced anything together from the symbols in the almanac?”

      “If I did, I’m not sure that I would tell you,” Sam replied.

      Havash regarded him. “And why is that?”

      “Well, for one, I understand that only the bearer of the key is meant to access it, and two, I don’t know how you might use it.”

      “I am not one you need to fear,” Havash said.

      “But if I teach you, then what’s to stop any of the Nighlan from getting the same information?” Sam frowned at him. “Unless you were only trying to have me prove that it can’t be cracked. If that’s the case, then so far, I haven’t pieced anything together.”

      Havash pressed his hands together and frowned at him. “You are testing me, Mr. Bilson.”

      “I think it’s only fair,” Sam said with a casual shrug.

      “Careful,” Havash cautioned. “I think we both know how tenuous your admission to the Academy is.”

      “Fine. Then I take the key with me.”

      He wasn’t about to have Havash push him in any way. He had pushed him enough away as it was.

      Havash took a deep breath. “Fine. Perhaps the truth is better for you to have, anyway.” He motioned for both of them to sit.

      “Seeing as how the Nighlan have decided to target you, I think it’s only prudent the two of you learn what you can to defend yourself better. Ms. Stone, you can learn defensive strategies from what’s in the book. For Samran, it will be understanding the nature of the device on your hand and how it interacts with you. When the both of you can understand these things better, you will be better equipped to withstand at least what you faced the other night.”

      Sam thought there might be more, but Havash turned his attention to the book.

      “We will begin by having you work with a few of the more basic pages.”

      “When Ferand attacked, you had us use a more advanced one.”

      “This isn’t Ferand, and when we’re dealing with this, there is no point trying to make things more complicated. That is why we begin with basic and work up to more complex.”

      Havash stopped in front of the book and started to flip through the pages. Sam tried looking over his shoulder, but he couldn’t see anything. When Havash had mentioned “basic,” Sam had expected to use pages near the front of the book, but the Alchemist continued flipping before stopping near the back.

      “This is what we will start with.” Havash pointed to the page and motioned for Sam to join him. “Can you read this?”

      Sam looked at the book. There was a series of symbols along the page.

      He had been working through the various alchemy books, trying to interpret the symbols, but had not come up with any answers. It seemed as if the symbols themselves were some form of alchemy.

      Havash looked up at him. “There is another reference about the almanac,” he said. “One that speaks to the danger that exists.”

      “The danger?”

      “The danger of misusing it.”

      “So you know what exists in the book, but you don’t know how to use it.”

      “Something like that.” Havash leaned forward, watching him intently. “Now. I would like you to trigger the key.”

      Sam held his hand out, holding it above the book. He had learned the technique to trigger it, though consistency remained a little challenging and certainly more than he preferred. As he focused on the pattern required to activate the key, it started to glow.

      “Very good,” Havash said.

      Sam looked up at him.

      Could Havash see the glowing? Or was there something else that revealed what I had done?

      “Now read the passage.”

      Sam studied the patterns, then looked up to Tara. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded.

      Sam took a deep breath. It was angulation or some sort of it, but it was far more complicated than the kind of angulation he had read about in the Academy. Most of the works on angulation described various patterns, but what he had found within the almanac was far more complicated. Far more complex. Far more involved.

      “Hold the image of light within your mind,” he started. It was a different way of describing angulation, but they both agreed that was what it was. “You will draw power from the source, and let it flow out and push it against the fourth veneter before turning it 30 degrees and ambulating it back toward the source.”

      Even that much was complex, Sam had learned. Having studied angulation in the library, he understood the various veneters, consistent patterns of orientation similar to a clock’s face. Angling something a specific number of degrees was far more complicated.

      “Let me know when you want me to continue,” he said.

      “I can do it,” she said.

      Sam looked up at her clenched jaw. There was a concentration to her, and a bead of sweat formed on her brow.

      He turned back to the book. “You need to draw the second strand of power from the source and turn it toward the ninth quadrant, holding it for three seconds before you release it.”

      There was a soft glow from Tara, which suddenly surged.

      She breathed out heavily.

      “That’s about as much as I can do,” she said. “It was more difficult than I expected.”

      “It must be exact,” Havash said.

      Sam looked over to him, realizing that he also glowed with the same light.

      Is he trying to replicate what we were doing?

      Havash closed the book.

      Sam looked up at him. “Is that it? I figured you would want us to work with it more than that.”

      Havash arched a brow at him. “I suspect you and Ms. Stone will practice on your own. Now that you have full access to this part of the Academy, it’s not as if you have anything impeding your ability to investigate. I just ask that you be careful. Everything that I have learned about the almanac tells me that what is within it is dangerous.”

      “And what about you?” Sam asked. He glanced at the massive almanac resting on the table. He no longer strapped it closed, though he suspected that he probably still should.

      “And what about me?” Havash asked.

      Sam frowned at him. “Don’t you want to know how to use the advanced alchemy within it?”

      “Do you think that I am so eager for the power?”

      “It’s not eagerness,” Sam said, fidgeting in his chair. He still had to be careful here. His place in the Academy depended on it. Sam thought that his bonding to the key gave him some freedom, but it wasn’t a pass to treat Havash poorly. “It’s not about power,” Sam said. “It’s more about understanding the alchemy that’s here.”

      Havash rested his hands on the table. “I have spent considerable time within the Academy, Mr. Bilson. In all that time, I have known that there was incredible alchemy available and that I was not necessarily the right individual to master it. That is something that you will eventually have to come to terms with. Some have gifts in areas that others do not. Search for your own gifts.”

      He touched the key, running his finger over the smooth metal surface. There was a hint of warmth within it, and every so often, it seemed to pulsate on his palm, almost as if it were acting on its own, but it never fully activated. There was no plume of green alchemy energy that came from it, and he didn’t expel power in any way. He simply felt it. Sam had no idea what that meant for him, though, only that he was aware of the power within the key.

      “You mean outside of the arcane arts,” he said.

      “Have you come to believe that you have that potential?”

      Sam shook his head, ignoring the pointed look that Tara gave him. “No.”

      “In order to use the key—”

      Havash cut her off. “His ability to use the key is not necessarily tied to any reserves of the arcane arts. It is possible,” he said, raising one hand, “but not a necessity for it. That being said, the key did bond to you.” His gaze leveled on Sam. “And your mind suggests that you have a potential that most do not. Keep working on it. That is all I’m asking of you.” He held his gaze on them. “But now I need the space.”

      Sam looked at the almanac before frowning. “What are you going to do here?”

      “Why, I’m going to see if I can’t remove some of the offensive foulness that is here. And if you find yourself here, perhaps you might be inclined to do something similar.”

      Sam took Tara’s hand, and they headed toward the Study Hall and debated where to go.

      “Don’t you think it’s odd that he has remained in the alchemy tower even though he doesn’t have any connection to it?” Sam asked, looking back at the tower and thinking about Havash and how he’d looked at the almanac.

      “I know better than to get involved in that.”

      Sam raised his hand, flashing the key. “I think it’s too late. I think we are already involved.”

      “Maybe,” Tara said. “But right now, I think the two of us should do something else.”

      “Like what?”

      She took his hand and then leaned forward, kissing him on the cheek. “Maybe we don’t worry about our instructors for a little while.”

      Sam suppressed the heat that worked through him and smiled at her.
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      Sam was still smiling to himself as he remembered the romantic evening yesterday. That smile faded as he noticed Gresham walking up the stairs while he headed down to his next class. He wanted nothing more than to duck out of the way and perhaps hide. He didn’t want to get into a confrontation with him, though he suspected that it would happen whether he wanted to or not.

      He kept his head down, keeping his fist wrapped around the key, and tried to be ready for the possibility that Gresham would use his arcane arts on him, but nothing happened.

      He had to be thankful for that.

      At least, nothing happened at first.

      He had gone down a few steps, having passed Gresham, when he felt a painful stabbing in his back. Sam stumbled down several steps, spinning and rolling before landing hard on the stone ground. He twisted, trying to look up the stairs, but his ankle throbbed. It was the same one that he had injured when Ferand had escaped.

      Sam attempted to get up, but he couldn’t move. Instead, he laid there for a few moments until he saw a familiar face.

      “Lacey?”

      She was short, petite, and had a perpetual frown, but she was a tolath tower student.

      Lacey slowed. For a moment, a painfully long moment, Sam was afraid that she might continue on, leaving him lying there.

      He could crawl forward, but he didn’t even know where he would go. Maybe he could wait until he could reach Tara. She knew some different healing techniques, and he had to hope that she could figure something out for him, but what if she couldn’t?

      She turned to him. “What?”

      That wasn’t the reaction he had hoped for, but at least she had stopped.

      “I hurt my foot,” Sam said. “I need—”

      “I can get somebody from the infirmary,” she said, her voice dripping with irritation as if he had somehow made a mess of her day.

      She didn’t offer to help move him and didn’t try to get him up, which he felt like she could have at least tried. Instead, he lay on the ground. He heard one of the class bells ring, and knew that he would be late for his next botany session, though that wasn’t the worst thing in the world. But it seemed an impossibly long time before anybody came for him. It was long enough that he had begun to question whether she was even getting help for him. And if she wasn’t, then what?

      Sam allowed himself to think through his options. Crawl, or wait. If he were to crawl, he might be able to get to a section of the floor where he could stand on his good foot and hop, but there was the possibility that he still wouldn’t be able to bear enough weight on his leg to make it very far.

      Somebody loomed over him, a shadow that came drifting toward him. “What is this… oh.”

      Sam looked up. He didn’t know the medic, a professor by the name of Thorn, other than having seen him in passing.

      “I fell down the stairs,” Sam said. “And now I can’t move.”

      Professor Thorn frowned, pressing his lips into a tight expression as he leaned closer. He scooped Sam off the ground with surprising strength. Sam hadn’t expected the medic to be able to lift him quite so easily, but he quickly hoisted him and then carried him down the hall. It left Sam feeling both thankful for his arrival and the help that he was going to offer but also feeling self-conscious about being cradled by a tall, thin, bald man who clutched him up against his instructor’s robes.

      “There isn’t another way to bring me to the infirmary?” Sam asked.

      “There would be, but everyone is in class.” Professor Thorn carried Sam until he reached the door along the hall, which he then pushed open with his foot. He gently settled Sam down onto a bed and waited for him to scoot back.

      He turned, heading to a line of cabinets behind him.

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”

      What happened was that Gresham had used the arcane arts on him to knock him down the stairs, though Sam couldn’t just say that to Professor Thorn. He would have to take care of Gresham in his own way, or maybe he should just leave him alone. Somebody like Gresham would not let anything go. Sam knew that. He had encountered people like that too many times while living on the streets. And it posed a danger for him, and anybody cared about if he were to keep pushing.

      But it got underneath his skin to just let it go. He knew that it shouldn’t and knew that it shouldn’t matter, but it just ate at him.

      “I slipped,” Sam said, hating himself as he said it.

      “The stairs can be dangerous,” Thorn said. “Especially when running in between classes. Students don’t need to hurry, though. No one is going to fail you if you are a minute late to one of your classes.”

      “You don’t know Professor Havash, then.”

      Thorn paused, holding his hands above Sam’s ankle, a bandage soaked in something that stunk of mint wrapped around his palm. “I know him.”

      Sam wasn’t sure what to make of that comment, other than it sounded as if Thorn didn’t necessarily care for Havash.

      “He doesn’t like it when students are late to class,” Sam said, wincing as Thorn’s hands wrapped around his ankle. He bit back a cry and instead made a point of focusing on how Thorn used his angulation to push power out from him so that he could begin to wrap it around his foot, and then pushed it up and through Sam.

      In doing so, he felt a surge of cold washed through him.

      It was different than how Tara healed him, but there wasn’t the same shock, nor was there the same startling pain. There was just cold.

      “There it is,” Thorn said. “A simple enough manner to sort this out. Now, you will find yourself hungrier than normal. Your body has simply escalated the healing cycle, so you will need to feed it to ensure that you…” He frowned, looking at Sam. “What am I telling you this for? From what I hear, you probably know as much as anyone.”

      Is that what they’re saying about me?

      He didn’t necessarily want rumors spread about him, but if there were going to have to be some rumors, they might as well be ones like that.

      “I haven’t studied much on healing,” he said. “Maybe I should.”

      “It is one of the advanced angulation techniques,” he said. “You will have to wait until your third year. Or perhaps your second, if the Secundum takes an interest in you.” He frowned. “Forget that I said that.”

      “That’s okay,” Sam said.

      “No,” Thorn said. “I shouldn’t speak on the Secundum.”

      “I was there,” Sam said. He knew the stories were going through the instructors, so he might as well face them.

      “That is what I heard,” he said.

      “I don’t know why. I think he was just helping his brother.”

      Sam didn’t know why he was offering that up for Thorn, other than the fact that it seemed like Thorn had liked the Secundum. For that matter, Sam had too.

      “Perhaps that is all it was. When Ferand was a student here, there was a group of them. I never thought much of it, and I didn’t make the connection between him and the Secundum. Perhaps I should have.”

      “I suspect most have questioned whether they should have noticed something.”

      “There was another young woman that was with them. Clever, I remember. I was still a student then.”

      He looked over to Thorn. “How many were working with him?”

      Thorn frowned. “I shouldn’t even be talking about this. None of it matters anymore.”

      “Well, it matters in that they were willing to attack the Academy.”

      Thorn’s face hardened. “Unfortunately, they chose power over serving.” The hard edge to his face softened for a moment. “You should know that most of us within the Academy are here because we recognize the need to help the next generation of users of the arcane arts. Hopefully, you will feel the same when your time comes. We could use more bright minds within the Academy.” He smiled again. “Now. Put some weight on it.”

      Sam swung his legs over the edge of the bed and tentatively pushed a little bit of weight onto the injured ankle. He was happy to note that it didn’t hurt as it had. Professor Thorn just tipped his head in a nod.

      He left the infirmary and started toward his botany classroom, not wanting to miss any of his classes, even if he wasn’t going to learn that much when he heard a voice behind him.

      “Samran Bilson.”

      He spun at the soft voice, startled.

      The Grandam was behind him, dressed in a long robe that brushed the ground with a medallion that glowed with a soft white light around her neck. Her mouth was pressed into a tight frown.

      She was an older woman with graying hair and severe features. She had thin lips that seemed to be frozen in a perpetual frown. She watched him with eyes that seemed to take in everything, faint wrinkles along the corners of them. He didn’t know the Grandam too well. As far as he had seen from other students in the Academy, no one really did. How could you know someone who stayed as mysterious as she did?

      He tipped his head politely to her. “Good evening, Grandam.”

      “You are not studying.”

      He shrugged. “Since the attack in the library, I find it a little more difficult than it had been before. I’ve offered my help and reorganizing the library, and see if I might be able to clean anything there, but seeing as how I’m not a professor…”

      He watched the Grandam. It couldn’t hurt to put in a word on his behalf. Maybe she would help.

      Instead, she shook her head. “The librarians, and the professors, can manage quite well.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “And how have you gotten on since the attack?”

      Sam frowned for a moment. “About as well as I could expect.”

      “I don’t mean the attack in the library.”

      “About as well as I could expect,” Sam said again.

      She regarded him for a long moment before nodding to him. “Come with me, Mr. Bilson.”

      She marched through the halls, climbing the stairs, and reached the second level. In one direction, he could head straight ahead and find the great hall, and another, he could find several of the classrooms, but she took him to his left, toward the quarters of the instructors. She paused at her door before pushing it open.

      Like Havash, she had a large outer room, with the table, rows of shelves, and books stacked everywhere. It was a mess, and with as many books as were here, Sam couldn’t help but question whether they had been claimed from the library while it was being rebuilt. He saw books on all different topics, though there was a disproportionate number on alchemy.

      Considering what he now wore and that Ferand had attacked the Academy to obtain a divisive alchemy, he understood that.

      She motioned for him to sit. He did so, looking up at the walls. There were a series of portraits hanging there, some with a severe expression, all of them older and distinguished appearing.

      “Those are the prior Grandams,” she said.

      His gaze skimmed across the row of portraits, and with a start, he saw Havash. He was younger, beard shorter, and eyes less wrinkled, but it was the same man. Sam was certain.

      “Wait…”

      The Grandam smiled slightly. “You didn’t know?”

      He turned to look at her. “Havash was Grandam?”

      “For a time. And then he decided to depart the Academy. Most who serve as Grandam recognize that it is not a life sentence. It is for a term of service and an opportunity to serve the next generation.” She glanced at one of the stacks of books that were for alchemy. “And those who study other topics.”

      “I didn’t even know,” he muttered.

      She chuckled again. “And then there is that device that he has permitted you to keep.”

      “Only because he can’t take it off.”

      “Hmm.” She studied him a moment before turning away and heading along the hall. She pressed on a section of the wall, which slid to the side. There was a faint grinding sound, then it ended. A dancing light on the other side of the doorway waited for them.

      “After you, Mr. Bilson.”

      Sam took a hesitant step. The other side of the door was a large room. The light he’d seen came from a fire within a hearth that put out a warm glow. A pair of chairs were arranged around a small table in the center of the room, near the hearth. Another table was behind that, pushed up against the wall. Items were stacked on the table precariously as if they were going to spill with the slightest breeze.

      A dozen strange pictures hung on the walls, all of them with stern faces that looked down at him. Sam didn’t recognize any of them from elsewhere in the Academy, though they had to be significant.

      “You don’t care for my artwork?” the Grandam asked as she sealed the door closed again.

      Sam hesitated for a moment, choosing his words carefully. “They’re intense.”

      “The artist has always depicted them as unforgiving. These days, it’s done out of tradition, but I can only think it was done that way originally to remind us of the seriousness of our task. Leading the next generation of magical users is no small assignment.”

      They were all Grandams? The portraits all had a stern appearance, and many of them looking impossibly old. He had no idea how many had served, though the Academy itself wasn’t that old.

      At least in this iteration.

      Tara had told him that the Academy had been built upon the bones of something else. Maybe that was what she meant. There truly was something else here before.

      “Take a seat,” she said, motioning toward the table.

      Sam did so carefully, heading to take one of the wooden chairs situated around the table. It was uncomfortable, but he had the sense it wasn’t designed for comfort. She stopped at the table along the wall before circling the inside of the room, finally sitting across from him. She crossed her arms and leaned slightly forward, looking at him.

      “Tell me about yourself, Mr. Bilson.”

      Sam looked up. “What’s there to tell?”

      “I would hope to hear more about you than I have learned from accessing the record of your admission to the Academy.” She pulled out a slip of paper, setting it on the desk. “Found in the Barlands. And with a sharp mind but limited potential.” She looked up at him. “Is that accurate?”

      She leaned back, watching him. There was something in the way she regarded him that left him unsettled, though Sam couldn’t quite pinpoint the reason. Maybe it was the intensity of her gaze.

      The key started to pulse, which he found strange. It had been doing that more often of late.

      “I’m from the Barlands. And I like to think that I have a sharp mind.”

      “Your test scores would agree with that,” she said.

      “And I also have limited potential.” He held her gaze again. “I’m determined to prove otherwise, though. I just haven’t unlocked it.”

      She tapped her fingers on the paper. “There are many who would say that there are none from the Barlands with any real potential. That appears to be untrue. Then again, it is odd to think that there would not be. If you don’t learn to control arcane arts, it would be dangerous.”

      “Why would it be dangerous?” Sam hadn’t heard that before, but if there was a danger in Mia not mastering her arcane arts, he was even more thankful that she was here now.

      “It is the nature of the arcane arts. Imagine if you have a river running through the city that never had a chance to flow. If it were dammed up before reaching the city, what do you think would happen?”

      Sam frowned at her. “The river would dry up for it came to the city. There wouldn’t be a river.”

      “There wouldn’t. But that is not the only concern.”

      “You are implying that if you don’t use your arcane arts, you will lose the ability.”

      It didn’t seem dangerous to him. Sad perhaps, especially knowing Mia’s potential.

      “And what do you think would happen outside of the city?”

      “I suppose the water would pool somewhere.”

      “It would. In the city would be deprived. Now the riverbed would become dry and cracked, but that is not the danger.”

      Sam leaned forward. “What’s the danger then?” He didn’t know what she was trying to tell him, though he imagined there was some purpose.

      “The pool became something it was not meant to be. In some cases, that pool spreads as the land adjusts. In others, the river finds a way around the dam.”

      “So you’re saying that had we not come to the city,” he said, careful to include himself, “we would have adjusted or learned magic anyway.”

      She drummed her fingers on the table. “Possibly. There have been many cases where such things have occurred, though we’ve gotten skilled at identifying those with the potential. The dangers of the last possibility are too great if we don’t.”

      “What’s the last possibility?”

      “Think of the river again. What you think would have happened if that river burst through the dam?”

      “I suppose it would flow outward.”

      “With force.”

      Sam understood now. “And the city would be flooded.”

      “Or destroyed. Magic is similar. There is a source, much like the river has a source. It flows through those with potential. Some have potential that is little more than a stream.” She watched him and smiled slightly. “They can learn to control it, but their connection to the source is limited. Others have potential it is more like the river. Those are the ones we fear overlooking. If they never learn to master that connection and learn the control they need, their connection will change. The power they can reach will change. Perhaps it will pool harmlessly. Perhaps it will find a way around, seeping out in unexpected ways. It’s those who destroy the dam we fear.”

      Sam nodded. “It’s good that we came here as my sister has definite potential,” he said. He wanted to make sure the Grandam knew that Mia had potential. Especially as he didn’t know if he would be able to stay at the Academy. He continued to hope that he would be able to, but there remained the possibility that he couldn’t. If he couldn’t prove that he had some connection to the arcane arts, the key might not be enough to protect him here. “Why would some think that my home of Erstan would be any different than any other place within Olway?”

      “Seeing as how Erstan wasn’t a part of Olway until recently, most would question that.” She pressed her hands together. “It might explain why you were not surprised to learn of Nighlan involvement.”

      “We have always known the Nighlan are more than just scary stories.”

      “Then you have known something that the rest of Olway is only beginning to learn. It is unfortunate, though, especially as we should have ways of ensuring the safety of those within the city.” She looked down at his hand. “We once had other ways of protecting the city.”

      She meant the almanac.

      She knew about it.

      Why would he think that she wouldn’t? She was the Grandam, after all.

      “I don’t know how much Havash has shared with you about the key.”

      “He has shared what I need to know.”

      “Including that it’s bonded to me, and I can’t remove it?”

      She arched a brow at him, watching him for a long moment. “Not so minimal potential as you say.”

      Sam looked down at his hand, twisting the key. He couldn’t remove it, though he no longer knew if he wanted to. A part of him was tempted to take it off, but there were other parts of him that wanted to keep it.

      “I don’t know what it means,” he admitted.

      She smiled at him. “It means that you won’t take off the key.”

      Sam pulled on the device. Frequently throughout the day, he found himself fidgeting with it. At least he no longer had to keep it a secret. Enough people now knew he had the device and could use it that he didn’t need to hide it anymore. “It’s more a matter of can’t.”

      “What if you could?”

      Sam didn’t know. When the attacker in the city had tried to peel the device off his hand—and very nearly succeeded—he had worried about it more because he knew others would use the device against Tavran. It wasn’t so much that it was his responsibility to protect the city, but seeing as how he was the one who now possessed the key, it seemed he was responsible for ensuring its safety.

      “I think I’d probably keep it on,” he said.

      “Why?”

      He looked at the device. “When I was young, I wanted nothing more than to have potential. Magic. Even on the border of Olway, we heard about others possessing magic. We knew about the Academy and everything they were able to do. I tried to train with an alchemist—”

      “You did?”

      Sam debated how much to share. Did he tell the truth here? “A minor alchemist. He has some knowledge. Mostly medicinals and other concoctions like that. He made promises of things he could do.” He knew enough about herbal remedies to make it easier to fabricate some of the other creations. Having some success allowed him to feign surprise when others failed. “I was getting closer to being apprenticed.”

      She watched him. “Closer?”

      Sam stared at his hand again. The device still pulsed. “It was difficult. I was trying to earn my apprenticeship, but I didn’t have much of a connection to him.”

      She started to smile. “Then you were not an apprentice.”

      “Not yet,” he admitted. There was no point in lying as it would only run the risk of angering her if she were to learn the truth.

      “What did your parents do?”

      The question raised the familiar sensation within him of sadness and irritation. “My parents were lost. They were caught near the edge of the Barlands, at least from what we know.”

      “You don’t even know what happened to them?”

      He let out a shaky breath. “I don’t know. Only that they went into the Barlands, and they were lost.”

      “Many have been lost in the Barlands, Mr. Bilson.”

      Sam nodded. Talking about it made it more difficult for him than it needed to be. He hadn’t thought about his father in a long time. Now that he knew about the Nighlan, he wondered if they had been responsible. “I know.”

      “Do you know why they were there?”

      He shook his head. He’d never learned, and though he was curious about why, he wasn’t sure it mattered. “We never did.”

      The Grandam fell silent, and Sam fidgeted in his chair.

      How much longer will she keep me here? Why is she keeping me here?

      When she finally spoke, her voice was soft. “What did you see during the attack?”

      “I told Havash what I saw.”

      “And I’m asking you.”

      He wondered how much the Grandam and Havash even spoke to each other. They should get along, especially seeing as how they had similar experiences, but whenever he’d been around the two of them, there had been an awkwardness between them.

      “There was a man who held Tara and me,” Sam said. “We weren’t able to escape.”

      “It seems as if you were able to escape.”

      “I don’t know who he was. He was powerful, more powerful than Ferand had been.”

      “If he’s who I think he is, then he would be.”

      “Who do you think he is? All I’ve heard is that they were Nighlan, though I don’t even know anything about them.”

      The Grandam leaned forward, hanging her head a moment. “The Nighlan are a dangerous people out of the north. We know so very little about their goals, but they have pushed on our borders for a long time. If they have their way, they will invade all of Olway.”

      Sam nodded, thinking of what he’d heard from both Havash and Chasten, wondering how much more the Grandam might be able to tell him. “Chasten says they are after power.”

      “Power. Land. Who is to say? But you don’t have to worry. They cannot reach Olway easily. The council and the Academy offer protection that other lands do not have.”

      Sam thought about what he had seen, the attack, and decided that he wanted more information. If the Grandam was sharing with him, then perhaps she would share even more.

      “Who was the man?” There was something about him that had been powerful, even more than some of the others Sam had encountered. The kind of power the man had access to had been enough to pry the device from Sam’s hand—or nearly so. There had been a sense from him of even more power and energy that Sam had barely been able to withstand.

      “If I’m right, his name is Luthian Rold.”

      Sam frowned. He’d heard that name before, but not as someone dangerous. Why would he have heard that name?

      He searched through his memories, thinking of everything that he had read and learned in his time at the Academy, but though he could recall almost everything that he had seen, the name didn’t spark any real memories for him.

      “Do you recognize it?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I might have heard something. Is he with the Nighlan?”

      She frowned, irritation flashing in her eyes. “Outlying villages, especially those near Erstan and the Barlands, would be the most likely to have heard of him. The people revere him, but he’s ruthless. He should not have been able to reach the city.”

      “Others with the Nighlan have reached the city. There doesn’t seem to be any reason that he wouldn’t.”

      “Other than protections that we have placed around Olway.”

      “What kind of protections?”

      Sam didn’t think the army would be able to offer any real defense against the kind of dangers that those with magic would be able to do and having seen Luthian attack, he suspected that he had some power of his own. Maybe arcane arts, or a grasp of alchemy, or considering he was with the Nighlan, some other power that Sam could not fully understand.

      “When you leave the Academy, you may be asked to help with them. Until such time, I will not share any more than what I know.” She smiled tightly. “Those who trained at the Academy have safeguarded these lands.”

      “I didn’t think that most within the Academy even believed the Nighlan to be a real threat.”

      “The council knows the truth, Mr. Bilson. And that is all that matters.” She took a deep breath. “Now, we must keep what they were after safe.”

      “The almanac,” he said.

      She nodded. “Since they were successful in their plan, there is even more reason to fear. Especially for you.”

      Sam frowned. “Why especially for me?”

      “Why, because they freed Ferand. And now that he is free, you will be called upon to help ensure that they do not penetrate the Academy and succeed in reaching the almanac.”

      Sam twisted the key on his hand, feeling that there was something there but not really sure what it was. Only that he couldn’t help but feel as if he would be called into something more than what he was prepared for.

      And as he focused on the key, he couldn’t help feeling as if he needed to be here. That he needed to be a part of this. What choice did he have but to protect the Academy?
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      Sam’s mind wandered as he struggled with what he’d learned from the Grandam. He still didn’t know what purpose she had in bringing him to her office.

      He went through the motions of the day, attending his classes as he was supposed to, listening halfheartedly to Professor Clarice going on about the third tenet of angulation, already having past that, along with several of the more advanced tenets. Still, he had not been permitted to move to a more advanced angulation class. Partly that came from his inability to use the arcane arts and replicate the tenets, though Sam wondered if it was even necessary for him to do so for him to understand what he’d learned.

      Mathematics was only marginally better. James sat next to him, leaning over, and he went on about the night he’d spent studying with Lacey. He watched her more than he watched their instructor, and Sam mostly ignored him, his mind churning.

      The remainder of his classes were difficult, and it wasn’t until he got to alchemy that he finally started to settle down.

      He listened to the class, his focus drifting in and out, and when it was finally done, he patted James on the shoulder. “I will see you at dinner.”

      “Are you going to meet Tara?”

      “I have to check on something first.”

      James frowned, but he had seemed to be accustomed to Sam and his strange disappearances. He scurried down the hall this time, heading straight toward the kitchen, and into the door leading down into the alchemy tower. This way was no longer shielded by hall monitors so he thought that he could head down without drawing observation.

      When the door to the kitchen started to swing open, he darted forward.

      His mind had been churning over the same issues over and over again throughout the day. Ferand was free. Luthian had come for him, and Ferand knew Sam had stopped him when he’d attacked the Academy before. That explained why Havash was suddenly interested in working with him and Tara, but why not share that with Sam? It was another secret the old Alchemist kept from him.

      Now the Grandam wanted his help finding Luthian. Find him, and they would find Ferand. How could he not help? Sam looked around the inside of the alchemy tower and focused on the key. He had been using it as he tried to scrub that strange coating on the door. Surprisingly, it washed away some of the fill, and Sam figured that he might as well keep working at it. Somebody should clean the alchemy tower, so it might as well be him, especially given how much he had been spending time in this part of the Academy.

      Once he got doors claimed, the rooms would be a different matter. Sam didn’t really want to work on them. They stunk.

      Then again, if he managed to clean the rooms, maybe the stench within the alchemy tower wouldn’t be quite as offensive.

      And with the library closed to him, at least for the most part, he had time that he didn’t otherwise.

      While working, his mind turned over what he knew.

      If Luthian rescued Ferand and Havash was concerned about Sam’s safety, then Sam needed to learn enough to keep himself safe. The device would help, but first, he had to control the power within it.

      Sam studied it, holding it outward. The way the device wrapped around his fingers constricted but not painfully. The main part of it rested flat against his palm. When it pulsed, it did so by seemingly squeezing his fingers and pressing against his palm. The power there was enough that he was able to feel it pulsing and pressing.

      He found himself looking at where the almanac rested on the table. It wasn’t hidden. Not in here. There generally was no reason for it to be hidden in a place that only a few people could reach, and without having the key, no one else would even be able to use it. Still, a part of Sam questioned whether it should be returned to the restricted part of the library. At least there, it would be less likely that somebody could wander down and grab the almanac.

      But then it would be more difficult for him to try to understand.

      He ran his hands along the surface. It was old, the thick cover leather, and there were no markings on it. Holding his hand above the surface had given him a sense of power before, but now that he held his hand there, he didn’t detect anything other than a sense of its age. It was strange how the book responded, strange how the writing rippled and changed when he channeled power through the key. Alchemy. True alchemy.

      Pulling open the cover, Sam leaned on the pedestal as he flipped the pages. Without having power flow through the device, there wasn’t an easy way for him to read anything in the book. The symbols didn’t make much sense to him, though he tried to interpret them.

      He had been trying to figure out if a sequence to the symbols would help him understand them. If this were alchemy, the symbols would have to be tied to what he’d seen in some of the other alchemy texts. Sam had been working through those that reference the almanac, thinking that any of those symbols he saw within those books might offer him a clue about how to decipher what he found here. So far, it had not been enough.

      He needed to take notes so that he could work through it even when he didn’t have the almanac with him. He didn’t necessarily need to copy it. It might be helpful, especially if he could pull through it while sitting in some of his classes, but even that wasn’t what he wanted. It was just a way of trying to dig through what he saw and understand whether there would be any way for him to decipher it.

      He grabbed a sheet of blank paper, a pen, and a bottle of ink, then started copying the symbols from each page. When he was done, he wrote what he remembered from each of the pages. If he could use the device’s power, there wouldn’t be a question about what he remembered. The device would trigger, and he’d be able to read the pages.

      It took a bit of time. The most recent page was easier for him, but that was because he had questioned what he’d been reading while he’d worked with Tara. The previous one was a little harder, but the more he worked at it, the more he remembered.

      For the most part, it described reaching for power, specific descriptions of angulation, and techniques that he had not seen in any of the other books. From what Sam could tell, mathematical aspects allowed the person using the arcane arts with these specific techniques to amplify their power. He hadn’t worked through the key to it but knew that there had to be some answer.

      The door started to open. Sam folded up the paper and shoved it into his pocket as Havash entered.

      “Mr. Bilson. I hadn’t expected to see you.”

      “I thought that I would try to clean the walls here a little bit,” Sam said. “Since I’ve been spending time down here, but…” He shrugged and turned his attention back to the almanac. “Then I get drawn by this, and I’ve been trying to piece together whether there is anything here that I might learn from the almanac, but it’s more complicated than I expected.”

      Havash smiled. “More complicated than you thought? This is arcane arts, Mr. Bilson.”

      “I don’t have any difficulty understanding the various tenants of angulation and mathematics in botany and…” Sam shook his head. “All of that is fairly straightforward. This is far more complicated.”

      Havash chuckled. “Which is why it has been kept here. Those who might attempt this could be harmed if they didn’t have the necessary control.”

      “Tara?”

      Havash waved his hand. “I wouldn’t worry about Ms. Stone. She is quite advanced for her years.” He sniffed. “It is the reason that I think the two of you working together on this may offer us insights that we wouldn’t otherwise have.”

      “I still haven’t been able to break the code here.”

      “And it’s entirely possible that you won’t either.”

      Sam twisted the key on his hand, trying to pry it off. “Do you wish that you could use this?”

      Havash stared at the key for a moment. He took a seat and looked across the table at Sam. “I’m not an alchemist.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “The Academy has housed many powerful alchemists over the years. As you have no doubt heard by now, alchemy does not require incredible skills with the arcane arts.” He looked up, leveling his gaze on Sam. “Those within the Academy, at least those without alchemy skills, have never truly understood why some of the most successful alchemists are often those with real minimal potential with the arcane arts. And yet what they can accomplish with alchemy is considerable.” He smiled. “They still have some potential, though. Unlike you.”

      “As far as we know,” Sam said.

      “As far as you know. Do you think you haven’t been tested?”

      “I haven’t been tested the way that I suspect you intend to,” Sam said.

      “Perhaps not,” Havash said. “But there are other ways of testing. And as much as I know you want to reach the arcane arts, unfortunately, it may not be possible for you.”

      “But I have the key.”

      “You do. And unless you have a way of interpreting what is written in that,” he said, pointing to the almanac, “and using the techniques yourself, you can never be an alchemist.”

      Sam questioned whether there was something deeper in what Havash said to him. It didn’t seem as if Havash were taunting him the way that he often seemed to. This was more matter of fact.

      “And if I can?”

      “If you can, then perhaps you can become the Alchemist within the Academy.”

      It sounded like a title. “And what is that?”

      “It is the one who bears the key.” He glanced down to the almanac. “At least, that is what Chasten has told me. He is an alchemist, unlike me. If you have questions about alchemy, he would be the one to ask.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      Havash frowned at him. “In the alchemy tower?”

      Sam nodded.

      “Because I understand alchemy. I may not have the same talent as others do, but I intend to study it and learn what I can about it, especially now that the key and the almanac are out in the open since Ferand’s attack.”

      “Where was he held?” he asked Havash.

      “What was that?” The Alchemist looked up at him, frowning.

      “Ferand. Where was he held?”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Just something the Grandam said.”

      “And what did she say exactly?” Havash asked, eyebrows raised.

      “She suspected the man I encountered was someone by the name of Luthian Rold.” Sam watched Havash as he said it, but he couldn’t read anything from the other man’s face.

      “That is not a name I’m familiar with,” Havash said.

      The way that he said it sounded worried. Was he troubled by the fact that the Grandam something that? Or maybe it was that there were more Nighlan attacking the city.

      “The Grandam said there are protections around all way that should prevent the Nighlan from reaching the city.”

      Havash nodded. “There have been protections placed. They have been slow to do so, as there are not nearly as many who believe the Nighlan to be the threat that they are.”

      “And now?”

      “It is my understanding that the council has decided to accelerate their protection plans.”

      Sam nodded. “Will it be fast enough?”

      Havash watched him. “I don’t know. We don’t know the extent of the Nighlan threat. We have not taken it seriously up to this point. At least, most within Olway haven’t. We have known there was a danger, but few have truly understood the depths of that danger. And now that they know there’s something within the Academy that they want, they will pursue it with the same intensity that they have pursued everything else.”

      “And how have they done that?”

      “They conquer. And what they cannot conquer, they destroy.”
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      He picked his way through the library. It was before the tenth bell would ring and a time when he normally would have been permitted to be in the library, so it felt right for him to be here, even though it was mostly empty now. He heard the sound of voices in the back of the library, near the Annex, but he and Tara had been careful to slip around robes of stacks and sort through books. They had made a point of stacking them carefully, trying to place some organization to the books and offering their own help. Both of them had done so for the same reason without even realizing that they had. They felt a sense of ownership of the library. And they wanted to see it placed back into order, but now it might be an opportunity for them to put their own organization upon it.

      When a voice rang out, getting louder, he glanced over to Tara. She nodded, and they both grabbed a stack of books that they had said before slipping around the curved walls, meandering between stacks of books, rows of tips shelves, and finally to the door leading to the Study Hall. They caught sight of an alchemy lantern glowing, and there were two people with a hint of the arcane arts glowing around them as Sam triggered the door. It opened with a soft grinding noise, but hopefully, it was quiet enough that no one else noticed. Once they were inside the Study Hall, they paused.

      “Where now?” Tara whispered.

      “I don’t know. I miss the library.”

      “I know. Maybe we should make our own library.” She said, nodding to the book. “We can go to my room. I’m at least permitted to have books. Not like you poor little first-year student.”

      He glowered at her for a moment and then followed her through the Study Hall and out and then up to her room.

      Once there, they settled in.

      Sam spread the page out in front of him. The flickering lantern light made it difficult for him to work out any similarities between what was written on this page and some others, but he thought there was some consistency.

      “Do you see anything?” he asked.

      Tara shook her head. “Nothing more than what you’ve pointed out. Are you sure these symbols correspond to what you think?”

      He settled back on the bed, leaning against the wall. She sat beside him, close enough that he could feel the warmth radiating from her. “I don’t even know anymore. What I think and what’s real depends on what I can see when the letters rearrange, but for them to do that, I need to have some way of activating the key. My ability to activate the key is generally effective, but there are times when it doesn’t seem to work the way that I think it should. I know there are patterns and tricks, and…” Sam shook his head, tracing his free hand over the one holding the key. “I need some way of understanding it. I feel like there’s some secret within the key that I have to unlock.”

      Tara started to smile at his choice of words. “We have time.”

      “Do we? We don’t know what for facing.”

      “We know that we have time. The Nighlan aren’t going to continue to attack the Academy. They tried it before when they thought they could infiltrate more easily, but now it is better protected.”

      Sam wasn’t quite as convinced.

      “Anyway, the almanac has ways that we can use power.”

      “The two things we’ve translated so far have been ways for you to use power,” he said, staring at the page. “That has to mean something.”

      “For now,” Tara said. She looked at his hand for a moment before looking up and meeting his eyes. “You still don’t think that you have any potential with the arcane arts, but I think otherwise.”

      Sam touched the key, tracing his fingers around it. It was smooth, and the circular portion of it over his palm pressed up against the flesh but was not uncomfortable. Not the way that he would’ve expected for how long it was there. It had bonded to him through alchemy, which meant that without somebody who understood the complexity of the alchemy that went into making it, he doubted he would be able to remove it.

      “It all comes back to the zero tenet,” he said.

      Tara looked up, staying silent.

      “I’ve wanted to know magic my entire life. Seeing my sister and seeing the kinds of things she could do made it so that I wanted nothing more than to know that same power. I’m not able to. I understand it.” Having spent as much time in the library as he had, Sam truly started to feel like he understood it. Using it was another matter. “But with this… I have a feeling there’s something for me.”

      “You need to have more than a feeling,” she said. “We both know what it takes. You are smart enough to know the secret here. Once you come to terms with that, you will find the answer.”

      “I don’t know if there’s going to be any answer for me. Not in time to make a difference.”

      Sam sighed. “We should keep looking for patterns.”

      There had been enough patterns on the pages that they thought they could determine something consistent about them. It might be nothing, but if they could come up with a key, they could apply it to the rest of the book. The only problem was that the key they were preparing didn’t seem to provide much in the way of answers. Yet.

      That didn’t mean that Sam had given up. They kept a list of words they knew and the symbols for them. The problem was that there seemed to be several symbols for the same word, so he didn’t know if they would uncover more the longer he looked through the book or if they would find a different answer.

      He had been working through as much as he could remember from the various alchemy books, and while there were answers hidden there, so far, he hadn’t uncovered anything. He knew that there would need to be some answers within the books on alchemy, but the challenge was in coming to terms with what it was and how to find them. More than that, Tara continued to watch him, looking up at him, frowning every so often, and carried with her a look of not a concern, but an agitation of a sort.

      “I can’t shake the feeling that if we can come to terms with the symbols, we won’t even need the key to read it.” He looked up at Tara. “And then you can perform whatever arcane arts you need.”

      “You keep looking ahead to a time when you’re not going to be here.”

      “I’m trying to pair,” Sam admitted. “Not because I want to, but because I think that I need to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I know what will happen. I can’t stay here indefinitely.”

      She took his hand, opening up the one with the key pressed into his palm. “Are you sure? It seems to me that you have something that they don’t. It seems to me that you have something that they need.”

      “Just because I have the key doesn’t mean they need me around. And considering what we’ve seen from those who are in the Academy and how they are more than happy to use those who might have something they want, I am not under any misguided notion that they won’t figure out some way to either take it off of my hand or get what they want out of me and then send me packing.”

      “That is a harsh view of the Academy,” Tara said.

      Sam shrugged. “I have been given an opportunity here. It’s more than I deserve, and I know that. So it’s not necessarily a harsh view as it is a pragmatic one.” He looked at the almanac and then pulled it toward him, flipping the pages. He’d been taking notes, keeping records that might be beneficial to both of them, but he also had been careful with them. He didn’t want to leave the notes out so that just anybody could find them. Sam knew better than to do that. He had to be cautious so that it would be another layer for somebody else to try to interpret if his notes were lost.

      Tara understood what he was doing and thought that she even approved.

      Between the two of them, they had been trying to break the symbols, figuring out whatever code was there, and yet, neither of them succeeded how they’d wanted to.

      He shuffled some of the pages. “Maybe we should try to have you practice a little bit more,” he said.

      “I don’t know about that,” she said. “The times that we’ve practiced, we have found that all it does is create different types of angulated power.”

      Sam stacked the pages he had copied, his notes, folded them, and put them into his pocket.

      “Don’t you need those for me to practice?”

      He glanced over at her. A pale white light practically radiated from her, basking her in a soft glow that made her incredibly lovely. “I have most of them memorized. I can repeat them to you if you’d like.”

      Tara chuckled, and she shook her head. “I don’t think that’s necessary. Besides, I know that you have them memorized. I wouldn’t expect anything other from you.”

      He smiled at her. “Well, if you don’t want to practice…”

      “Who said that I don’t want to practice? I told you that I was willing to.”

      “Willing and wanting our different things.”

      “I feel like we’ve been down here long enough,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “It doesn’t smell the best, anyway.”

      “I have tried to clean a little,” Sam said. “And I think Havash has done some, but it was corrupted by something.” The problem was that neither of them knew what it was that had corrupted it. Some sort of power had done it, but they didn’t know if it was alchemy, or if it was arcane arts, or even if it was a combination of the two.

      “We could go explore,” she said.

      “What do you think that we will be able to find?” Sam asked.

      “There are other things within those halls,” she said. “I’m sure of it. I know that you aren’t as convinced, but there is something else there. Think about it, Sam. We have access to the alchemy tower, to our tower, and to the library. The Academy is far too large—and far too old—for that to be all there is to it. Which tells me that there’s something else, but we have to find it.”

      “It might be more interesting than figuring out how to trigger the key, read the pages, and break through the alchemy language.”

      “As if you will be doing that anyway.”

      Sam chuckled. He might, for that matter.

      He got to his feet, and he followed Tara to the door leading up and into the Study Hall and glanced back at the almanac. It felt so strange for them to leave it just resting on the table like that, especially given all that they had gone through to protect it in the first place. But there wasn’t a better place for it. No one was willing to come down into the alchemy tower, and from what Havash insisted, there were other alchemy protections placed around the tower to ensure that anyone trying to get in here would find it difficult to do so.

      “Let’s explore everyplace that the hall ends,” he suggested. “And then we can map out where we think it would lead if there were doors beyond.”

      She started to laugh.

      “What?”

      “Even in this, you are too practical. I just thought the two of us could wander.”

      She took his hand, pulling him up and into the hall.

      They walked through the hall, and Sam kept listening for sounds of somebody else in the Study Hall with him, still not convinced that this place was completely safe for them, but there was nothing. He knew that he was overreacting, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something worse was about to happen.

      With Ferand active in the city and the Nighlan threatening, he knew they needed to be prepared. The problem for him was that he didn’t know what it would take for them to be prepared. He didn’t know if it even mattered that he tried to prepare. The only thing that he could do was keep working through the almanac, trying to understand it, and being ready for the next attempt.

      When Tara looked at him, a deep frown on her face, he forced a smile.

      “Come on,” she said. “I know where we can go that will make you feel better.”

      “I’m not going back to the library,” he said.

      “Fine. We’ll go to my room.”
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      A soft breeze brushed against Sam’s face. The sun was little more than a memory, the fading orange in the sky a reminder of its earlier warmth. He breathed it in, looking around the Academy garden.

      The courtyard was busier than usual, mostly because the students had generally been sequestered within the Academy grounds, not permitted to head out into Tavran as they preferred. With the library off-limits and the city becoming increasingly dangerous, they didn’t have nearly as many places to congregate. It was either outside, when the weather cooperated, or inside in the great hall.

      He saw a group of students playing Shitunable. Given the Academy’s attack, an attack involving users of the arcane arts, it felt off to Sam for there to be students playing games like that where they might attack each other.

      Of course, Gresham was involved in this one.

      He listened, not wanting to get too close. Several others gathered behind him, and as he often had, there were several younger women, including Mia.

      She looked over at him, irritation brimming in her eyes. Sam knew that look. It was a warning as if she would scare him off.

      Sam watched the game and started to turn away when Mia got to her feet and approached the Shitunable game. Gresham glanced over to her, shaking his head.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      “No first years,” Gresham said.

      A pale glow started to build from Mia.

      What was she thinking?

      Probably the same thing he would be thinking if he had true access to the arcane arts. She wanted to prove herself. He couldn’t blame her for that.

      “I’ve been working with David and Carrie. They told me that I was ready. Or are you worried I might be too skilled?”

      Gresham started to smile, but then he realized Sam was watching, and his smile faded.

      “Fine. I’m going to show you why first years aren’t permitted.”

      He stepped forward, and Mia began to form a pattern of angulation. Hers was straightforward and far more skilled than she had been prior to coming to the Academy, but it still was nothing compared to what a fourth-year student could do. As soon as she completed her angulation, she turned it toward Gresham.

      He blocked it easily.

      He used a simple everted angulation pattern that Sam recognized.

      What he hadn’t expected was the way that pattern would explode toward Mia, causing her own pattern to slam back into her. She was thrown to the ground. She laid there for a moment.

      Sam started to get to his feet.

      Mia looked over to him, locking eyes for a moment.

      He had seen the pain in those eyes before; he recognized it. Worse, he also recognized how she seemed to be telling him not to come and help.

      This was his sister. This was why he was at the Academy, and she didn’t want him to come to her?

      What could I do, though?

      Sam didn’t have any ability with the arcane arts and certainly wouldn’t be able to counter him with Shitunable, but maybe that didn’t matter. He had something that might help.

      He stepped forward, ignoring Mia’s warning look.

      “Well, maybe the Barlands boy wants to have a go?” Gresham made quick work of turning his focus on Sam.

      He squeezed his fist around the key, feeling the warmth within it but also feeling the hint of energy that he could call upon. There was alchemy stored within it.

      And it might be useful.

      He couldn’t necessarily use the arcane arts, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have something effective for him.

      An idea came to him.

      “I’ve seen you trying your elementary techniques,” Sam said, making a point of ignoring how Mia had shakily gotten to her feet. “And given that I know I outscored you on my first exams, I figured that…”

      Gresham wasted little time beginning to build power, glowing with the arcane arts. There came a series of angulated lines forming the pattern.

      Normally there was more of a buildup in the game, but it seemed as if Gresham would not waste that time on Sam.

      Sam focused, holding the key tightly in his fist, and then he turned his palm in the pattern that would activate it.

      As Gresham pressed power out from himself, Sam did the same. The burst of energy that came from Sam was tied to the stored alchemy within the key, and all it did, or all it was supposed to do, was disrupt the pattern Gresham attempted.

      Instead, Sam used a little bit more power than intended. It caught Gresham in the chest, his eyes widened, and he fell back.

      Several of the other sharan tower students made their way over to him, including Mia. She looked up at Sam, frowning. Pain still lingered in her eyes, leaving him wondering just how injured she’d been.

      “Alchemy?” he heard Gresham saying. “Did he buy something to use on me with this?”

      Sam knew better than to linger here too long. If Gresham thought that he had purchased some alchemy item, then it was dangerous for him to remain.

      But he wasn’t that far off.

      Sam made his way to the edge of the garden. He didn’t feel comfortable here. As he wandered past rows of flowers, a carefully manicured line of shrubbery, past a few flowering trees, he began to feel something. At first, he wasn’t sure what it was, but the further he went, the more certain he was of what he detected.

      Power.

      Why would it be helpful here, though?

      He reached the low wall that surrounded the Academy and noticed several devices stationed around the wall.

      When he reached the first one, he noticed that it was small, silver, and shaped slightly oblong, with a central indentation. Symbols around the device were familiar to him.

      Alchemy.

      Though it was alchemy, it glowed with a greenish-white light. Not pure white like that of the arcane arts, and not the deep green of alchemy that he had seen before. This was somewhere in between.

      As he stepped forward, he found that he couldn’t go any farther.

      The alchemy devices created a barrier.

      He ran his hand along the surface of it, wandering through. The instructors must have been more concerned about the dangers at the Academy that they had let on. That wasn’t terribly surprising. He should have expected that Havash would do something like this, but what surprised him was that so many different alchemy devices were scattered around.

      The sheer number of them suggested that the complexity here was greater than what he had seen in other places.

      He turned and started to rest his hand with the key up against the invisible barrier, when his hand sunk through it.

      Sam hesitated.

      He could use the key to get through alchemy?

      He pulled his hand back, looking down at it.

      That was a very different realization for him.

      Sam glanced back toward the courtyard where the other students were gathered.

      He didn’t have to stay here.

      Why should I?

      The answer came to him quickly, and it was an easy answer, even if he didn’t feel as if it were warranted. Havash thought that he was unsafe. Then again, he did carry the key. It was possible that made him every bit the target Havash believed, especially with Nighlan in the city. Perhaps he should be far more careful.

      What he really should do was spend some of his stipend on alchemy devices that might protect him. Sam wouldn't have to worry nearly as much between learning about the potential power within the key and the possible devices he might purchase.

      Reaching the edge of the garden, Sam pressed his hand against the barrier and slipped through. There was a slight separation between the Academy and the rest of the city. The Academy sat on a gentle rise near the river running through the city. From this end of the garden, he could more easily imagine that it had once been a ruling palace. The hidden corridors throughout would also make more sense. They might have been for servants but just as easily for spies.

      The idea that there had been spies wandering through the halls he now wandered left him smiling. Now the hidden halls were for him and Tara, along with Havash and the Grandam and whomever else they shared them with. There weren’t too many people in the halls yet, but he worried that eventually there would be more, instructors mostly. Then he would no longer be allowed access.

      Once out on the street, Sam headed to the river and stood, scanning for signs of where the entrance to the Academy could be. There would have to be some way for there to be an entrance down to the lower levels, but he didn’t see any. No sign of a building, no sign of anything.

      He paused at a shop, fishing into his pocket for his money that he kept on him at all times. It was an old habit from living on the street. He didn’t dare leave his coin behind, never knowing who might find it and claim it for themselves. He realized that his robes would look out of place, and he found a shirt, pants, and a cloak, all for a single silver. Far more than it should have been, but the store owner nodded and then waved Sam off after being paid.

      He must not have known that Sam wasn’t supposed to be out in the city.

      He changed in an alley behind the shop, bundling his robe up underneath his arm, before heading back out into the streets. He wandered for a little while until the sign, and green glowing energy, of an alchemy shop called to him.

      Sam had been past this one several times. He paused the window, noting the lights inside, and looked through the window.

      On a whim, he stepped inside.

      There was a soft tolling of a bell, and he looked up but didn’t see anything hanging over the door, as so many shops had. It must’ve been triggered by alchemy.

      He wandered along rows of alchemy creations, pausing at several. There were lanterns. Those were the most common, as he suspected they sold for the most. But there were other items, as well. He noticed several healing concoctions, some alchemy enhanced cloth, which he thought could be useful, and a long, cylindrical object made of silver.

      By the time he reached the back of the shop, he couldn’t believe all of the items, much like he couldn’t believe how much everything had cost. It was incredible.

      When a man came out from the back, Sam smiled. The man didn’t return it. He had flat gray eyes, thinning gray hair, and he was short, leaning on an ornately carved black lacquered came. “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

      “Are you Belianrash?”

      The man frowned. “No. I’m the store manager.”

      “Are you an alchemist?”

      The man’s face soured, and Sam realized that the kind of questions he was asking were the kind that would draw the wrong attention. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to have an opportunity to look around,” he said. “I realize that I shouldn’t take too much of your time.”

      “No,” he said, waving his hand. “You should not.”

      Sam looked around as he headed toward the door before pausing and looking back at the man. He had wanted to meet Belianrash and thought that maybe he would even have an opportunity to ask him about alchemy, perhaps even question him about whether he knew any of the alchemists who had died at the Academy, but he wasn’t here.

      Maybe he was too famous now to be here.

      Sam headed out of the shop and wandered a little further.

      He turned away. Maybe it was on the opposite side of the river. Following the river gave an interesting vantage. The buildings along the river were all old and made of stone. Some of them looked to be falling apart, the stone crumbling into disrepair, moss growing along their sides the only sign of life. As far as he could tell, though, most of the buildings were still in use. Many appeared to be homes, but a few had signs hanging out front indicating shops.

      Sam paused at the first few, studying them to see if there was a way for someone to use any of these buildings to access the lower Alchemy section, but nothing suggested it.

      He took the first bridge, which was old and slippery from the thin coat of moss over the surface. He held tightly to the railing as he crossed, worried about falling into the water.

      When he reached the other side, he looked back. From here, the Academy rose high into the sky, the pale white stone catching the reflection from the fading sunlight. There was almost a glow coming off it, a faint white light that reminded him of the magic Tara used.

      He hurried along the street, heading in the direction of the Academy. He tried to see whether there was any way to get down into the Academy from this angle, but there wasn’t. Near the next bridge that crossed the river beyond the Academy, he looked outward from another angle and didn’t see anything. There would be no answers. That disappointed him but wasn’t surprising.

      Now that he was out, he wandered. It was relatively early. With the seasons changing—the chill in the air was evidence to that, if not the colors shifting on the trees—the days were getting shorter. He could remain out of the Academy for as long as he wanted. Besides, Sam would have to wait long enough to ensure that there wasn’t anybody in the garden outside of the Academy before sneaking back in. If he went back too soon, it was possible that someone would realize that he had slipped out of the school.

      Then again, the key had been sought by Ferand for a reason. Alchemists had died to protect it. Sam couldn’t help but feel like if he could understand everything about the key, everything about the almanac, he might have answers, but he still felt as if those answers eluded him. The key was… well, the key.

      As he turned again and headed into the city, a strange light caught his attention and made Sam tense up. This glow was green, but it was a deeper shade, the kind he saw when he used the device. It was the kind of green he’d seen from Chasten.

      Alchemists.

      Sam moved toward it before he knew what he was doing. It was probably a mistake. If they were Alchemists—and he didn’t know if that was the case or not—they wouldn’t necessarily want someone like him interrupting what they were doing. What if Ferand and the others had returned? Havash would want to know, but Sam needed to be certain.

      The street led up a hillside. The road narrowed, and the buildings along it pressed in from either side. A few of the buildings looked to be homes, but most of them had storefronts. There were signs for bakers, metalsmiths, candlemakers, herbalists, and even one for a minor alchemist.

      James had talked to him about how unusual that was, especially in the city where alchemy was more common. Why would anyone need minor alchemy when they could simply hire somebody who had been formally trained at the Academy?

      There were possibilities to that, many that came to his mind, not the least being that an alchemist would likely be cost-prohibitive to most within the city. Not that those within the city would acknowledge that the Academy, and the graduates there, overcharged their services.

      The greenish light guided Sam, almost as if it was calling him and drawing him forward. He followed the direction of its power and found himself near the hilltop. Even here, it wasn’t easy for him to make anything else out in the city. The buildings were too close together, obscuring his view. Once he traversed the hilltop, he realized the light had started to fade. Whatever he’d seen had been on the other side of the hill.

      He turned and headed back to the other side. Once there, he looked around but couldn’t find the source. As he looked, he started to see the steady building of light again. It was faint at first. That was what he focused on, latching onto the greenish light as he tried to analyze what he saw.

      He started down the hill again, but the light began to fade. Whatever he detected was here, so he turned back around and stopped. The buildings around him made it difficult to determine the exact source, but he knew it had to be here.

      Moving slowly, he made his way up the hillside. The bakery caught his attention. Sam smelled nearby the sweet aroma of bread, different from what he smelled in the kitchens from Okun’s baking. That light was still ahead of him but then faded.

      He clutched the cloak that he bought around his shoulders. It had been expensive, and had there been any other option, Sam wouldn’t have spent for something like that, but perhaps it was useful to have other clothing so that he could venture out in the city. Wearing his Academy robes would draw attention, which was not the kind of thing he wanted.

      The people that he passed on the street didn’t pay him any mind. Tavran was at the crossroads of other cities, and it drew people from all over. He didn’t even have to be dressed particularly well to avoid notice. And though the cloak had cost more than anything else that he never worn, it wasn’t of a particularly fine fabric. Certainly not as well-made as the robe the Academy provided.

      Passing several streets and alleys, he didn’t see anything. When he reached another alley, he didn’t expect to see anything but found a faint greenish glow. He looked back toward the Academy. Havash would want to know what he’d found, but he needed to understand it first. Until then, he should figure out what he had followed. Maybe it was nothing.

      The alley was narrow, barely wide enough for him to walk through without brushing his shoulders along the walls. He had to step around piles of filth and pools of water. The stench would’ve bothered him once, but after being forced to clean the lower levels of the Academy, even that wasn’t nearly as bad as what it could have been. He’d suffered through worse.

      The alley looked like a dead end up ahead. His hand pulsed. It was the first time that had happened in quite a few days, long enough that he’d started to believe it wasn’t ever going to pulse again. He glanced down at the device and found it glowing softly. The green light pulsed in time with the device, but it was the nature of the glow that most caught his attention. It was a similar color and brightness as what he’d been following. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Sam held his hand out. The pulsing continued, unabated, and he found it growing increasingly uncomfortable. Sam squeezed his hand, trying to suppress the discomfort and hold the power in. He worried that letting the light drift outward would only reveal his presence here, and he didn’t want to do that.

      He lowered his hand, and a darkened shape appeared at the end of the alley. Sam’s heart hammered. Sweat beaded on his brow. Gripping the device, he prepared in case he needed to use it, though he didn’t know if it would even work. When he’d faced Luthian, the device hadn’t done anything. Neither had Tara’s magic, for that matter, but that didn’t change how he’d have to find some way to try.

      The figure approached him without saying anything. As they did, Sam noticed a hint of the same light coming from them. It was faint but bright enough that he was able to detect it. The same light drifted from him.

      “Come with me,” the voice said.

      A doorway Sam hadn’t seen opened, and the man disappeared inside. Sam hesitated, not knowing what he’d find if he followed the man inside. Then again, he hadn’t been attacked, which was different than the last time he’d encountered anyone in the street. The sense of power was different too.

      He stopped where the man had disappeared. There was no sign of a doorway, only smooth walls. Somehow the man had vanished. A barrier.

      Sam pressed his hand out, pushing against the wall and feeling for something that was off and shouldn’t be there. He found only stone. If it were a barrier, there would be resistance, but it would fade the longer he pushed on it. With the pulsing of the device, he believed it would work. So far, there hadn’t been a barrier the device didn’t allow him through, so he had to believe it would work now.

      When he pushed, he ran his hands along the wall, searching for anything to suggest he could find a way through the barrier. There was resistance everywhere he pushed. Then he found it, the section of stone that seemed to be different than the rest. He pressed his hand against it and felt the resistance begin to fade. He continued to push harder, letting everything he could flow through him and the device, and the color within it began to glow more brightly. He pressed his hand along it, holding it outward, and the barrier slowly eased.

      He started to question whether he was making a mistake. Those thoughts had lingered with him, knowing that Havash didn’t want him to risk himself, and here he was approaching some strange barrier, chasing a man that he knew nothing about.

      But he needed to go. He needed answers.

      Having felt a barrier once before, he was aware of how to pass through it but hadn’t expected to find anything like that here. He didn’t see any alchemy devices scattered around him that seemed like they would be responsible for forming the barrier. Sam had no idea what caused the pressure against him, though he could feel it pushing back and out against him. He pressed the key up against the resistance, straining to try to find some way past it, and as he did, he gradually found the pressure easing away from him.

      At last, the barrier parted.

      Sam fell through and into a room with the man, who now loomed over him.
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      Sam rose to his feet slowly. His hand still pulsed, which he thought was a good thing in case he’d need to use power. He didn’t know whether it’d be enough against someone who could make a barrier he could barely move through, but he would have to try.

      The man watched him. He was older than Sam had thought at first, and his head nearly brushed the ceiling. Dressed in a gray jacket and pants, he would have passed for anyone within the city if it weren’t for the steady greenish power he possessed.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      Sam scooted back, trying to get away from him and stay prepared, but there was nothing he could do to prepare. “My name is Sam. I was looking for—”

      The man grabbed his arm and jerked it forward, prying back Sam’s fingers before he had a chance to react. Sam tried to push outward with the power from the device, but there was no real sense of energy there even as he did. The man cupped his hand over Sam’s, preventing that power from exploding outward and containing it. Surprisingly, the device still pulsed.

      Sam thought he might use it again, but if the man could defuse the energy, there didn’t seem to be much point for him to do so.

      “Where did you get this?” the man asked. He didn’t try to remove the device, which surprised Sam.

      “There was an attack on the Academy. A man had it. I pulled it off him.”

      This wasn’t a total lie.

      The other man watched him. “What kind of an attack?”

      Sam regarded him. He couldn’t tell if this was one of the Nighlan, but he didn’t think so. If he were one of the Nighlan, Sam thought that he would have known about the attack. He thought that he might have known about more than what it seemed like he did. As far as he could tell, this man was not at all involved.

      “We think it was tied to the Nighlan.”

      The man’s face wrinkled. “Nighlan.” He said the word with irritation and released Sam’s hand, turning away. “We’d heard there were Nighlan who managed to get ahold of one of the vrandals, but I didn’t think that possible.”

      “What’s a vrandal?”

      The man raised his hand. He had a similar device, but it wasn’t quite the same. The device wrapped around three of his fingers and stretched down to his palm, but the shape was a little different. Whereas the device in Sam’s hand pressed into the center of his palm, almost perfectly circular, the one the man wore had more of a triangular shape. The connections to the rings on the man’s fingers were narrower, which might make them even more comfortable. The metal had a different hue to it as well, the light reflecting a softer silvery color.

      Would the different shape make it easier to use?

      The glow he’d seen from the man radiated from the device. “This is a vrandal,” the man said. “And seeing as how you don’t even know the term, I have to wonder how you learned to control the power in it.”

      “I haven’t. It doesn’t respond to me. I’ve been working with it, trying to get a sense for how to control it, but I can’t get it to work consistently.”

      “They haven’t taught you?”

      Sam regarded the man for a long moment. “They have some alchemists that have been trying,” he started, though Chasten hadn’t really been working with him. He had learned some of it on his own. “Unfortunately, the person who had the key was lost. Understanding it is difficult.”

      The man smiled at him. “I’m sure it is. Why don’t you share with me what they have shown you?”

      He pulled a chair out from the wall, allowing Sam to look around. When he’d first fallen through the barrier, he hadn’t really taken much stock in the room. Now that he had a chance to look, he found a staircase leading up to a door. That likely was the barrier he’d crossed, which explained why he’d staggered and tumbled when he’d gone through it. The walls were all stone blocks, the mortar crumbling in some sections. A narrow window near the top of one wall would let in light during the daytime, but it was darkened now. A bed occupied the length of one wall, and there was the chair the man had moved. Nothing else.

      Where am I? More importantly, who is this man?

      “Feel better about yourself?” the man asked.

      “I was just—”

      “You were just trying to determine where you were. You should have done that as soon as you got here. That should have been the first thing the alchemists taught you.”

      “I don’t know how much he’s really got me working with him.”

      “I’m sure of that. Now, why don’t you tell me what he’s been teaching you?”

      Sam looked around. There wasn’t any way out other than the stairs, and even then, he didn’t know if the barrier there would be too much for him to overcome quickly. Were it to come down to him needing to escape; he would have to find a way to be quick. He didn’t think that was going to be possible here.

      He needed to talk to this man. Strangely enough, he didn’t sense danger from him. He had a device much like the one Sam had, and Sam hoped to get answers. It was about time he learned something more about the device. He needed to know how to use it.

      “He’s been telling me that I need to learn to trigger it,” said Sam.

      “Telling you that? Not teaching you how to harness it?”

      Sam shook his head. “He hasn’t been teaching me that.”

      The man grunted. “The vrandal requires a particular touch. For you to be able to access the power within it and within yourself, you need to be able to connect to it.” The man grabbed his arm again and started to pull on the device.

      Sam had been through this enough that he was prepared for the possibility of pain surging through him, but there was none. The device didn’t move, though—not like it had when Luthian tried to remove it.

      “Well, you’ve connected to it. That’s the first step. I suppose that’s why Havash thought he’d be able to teach you.”

      “Why wouldn’t he be able to?”

      The man settled back in the chair and looked up at Sam. “Understanding the vrandal requires you to know more than just yourself. Have they had you focus on your emotions?”

      Sam looked down at the key. “I didn’t realize that it was tied to emotion. It seems to be more linked with patterns that I try to use with it.”

      “Patterns. Emotion. There are various techniques involved in understanding how to utilize a vrandal.”

      Had emotion made a difference?

      “I suppose frustration has been some of what I’ve dealt with,” Sam said.

      “I’m not surprised. Emotion is part of it, but controlling that emotion is even more important. You need to harness it. Control it. If you can’t control your emotion, you won’t be able to control the vrandal.”

      This was different than what Havash had told him. The way the vrandal glowed softly in the man’s hand had to mean he understood the device, whoever he was. It was the type of understanding Sam wanted to gain. If he could learn more about it and control it, they would be able to begin using the book.

      “How do I make it work?” Sam asked.

      “Each one is a little different. It depends upon the alchemy used in its construction. And as you have probably seen, alchemy is different for each user.”

      Sam didn’t know why that would be. “Because of the arcane arts involved in it?”

      “Something like that,” the man said.

      Sam traced his hands along it and looked up at him. “Who are you?”

      He snorted. “You have a device of real alchemy, and you don’t even know? I don’t know why I’m surprised. Most within the Academy are afraid of understanding alchemy. They think that they can’t control it, mostly because those who have arcane arts don’t bother to have the right temperament for it.” He snorted. “But where do you think the Academy learned alchemy?”

      Sam couldn’t help but stare at him. “The Academy learned alchemy from you?”

      “Not me, but those with me. Alchemists. The original alchemists, as it were.”

      “And you are fighting the Nighlan?”

      “They seek power that they should not have.”

      “I don’t understand any of this.”

      “That’s obvious. Maybe you should ask Havash. Then you might understand.”

      Sam traced his finger along the surface of the key. “Havash knows about your organization, then?” If he did, why hadn’t he said anything to Sam? Then again, Sam wasn’t truly tied up with the Academy, so perhaps Havash had been uncertain about whether or not he should trust him. It was an emotion that Sam had shared about Havash.

      “He knows, and he knows that he cannot be a part of it.” He nodded to the key. “Not an alchemist.”

      Sam’s mind was working, trying to understand more about what he was telling him. Maybe if he asked the question might be able to find more.

      “Luthian Rold attacked us. Is that why you’re here?”

      The man sat up and stiffened. “Why would Luthian be here?”

      “I think he was rescuing Ferand.”

      “Ferand too?” The man whistled and settled back. “You said ‘rescued.’ That means he’d been caught.”

      Sam nodded. “He was the one who attacked the Academy. He was after the almanac.”

      “He didn’t get it, did he?” There was an intensity in his voice that hadn’t been there before, even when talking about Luthian.

      “He didn’t get it. We stopped him.”

      “We?” The man smiled slightly. “Don’t tell me that you stopped him. You said you could barely control the vrandal.”

      “I barely can, but I think I was worried enough during the attack I was able to use it well enough to read the book.”

      The man jumped to his feet, hitting his head on the ceiling. “You read the book?”

      “The vrandal let me. This is the key.”

      Sam hesitated before answering. How much should he trust this man? He already said that he wasn’t a part of the Academy, and though he understood alchemy and had made a point of revealing just how much understanding he had of the key, it was difficult for him to know how much to trust someone like this.

      “The vrandal let me.”

      It was the truth, but it also meant something more.

      The man stood there for a moment, rocking in place. He glanced toward the door. “Come with me.”

      He grabbed Sam’s hand and pulled him along toward the stairs. Then straight through them.

      The stairs—and Sam’s planned escape route—weren’t real. When they stepped through, they appeared in another room smaller than the last. There was only a table and a lantern that reminded Sam of the lanterns in the Academy.

      The man knelt in front of the table and pressed his hand with the vrandal against it. When he did, the light shifted, taking on more of the greenish glow. It surged, and surprisingly the device on Sam’s hand started to pulse with more intensity than it had before. He held his hand up against his chest, trying to control how it pulsed, not wanting to release that power.

      “You there, Bardall?” the man said.

      “I’m here.” The voice that responded was muted, strange, and wispy. And it came from the lantern.

      “Good.” The man sighed and shuffled on his knees for a moment before leaning toward the lantern. He looked at it, pressing his face close. “The almanac remains protected. Sounds like Ferand tried to snag it and the key.”

      “We knew they were moving on it. We had heard the rumors. And with what we lost in the city, our resources—”

      “Right. And Luthian was here.”

      “In Tavran? That couldn’t be,” the voice said.

      “That’s the word I got.”

      “What word is that?”

      “From the student who apparently read the book to keep Ferand from it.”

      A student.

      That was what he was to this man.

      And maybe it was true, though Sam didn’t always feel like he was a student, certainly not one of alchemy.

      He watched him, trying to prepare himself for the possibility that he might not be who he claimed he was.

      “Where is he?”

      “With me. He’s been working to try to control a vrandal he took off Ferand.”

      “Ferand had a vrandal?”

      Sam shook his head. “It wasn’t his. It was in the vault—”

      The man raised his hand, cutting him off. “Not his. He found one. Sounds like it was one of the Academy vrandals.”

      “One of them?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not keyed into that. That’s not why you have me involved in this business.”

      “Take it easy,” the voice said.

      “Easy? We lost five in the attack.”

      Sam leaned over, trying to see if there was any way he could tell what the man was doing and who he was talking to. It seemed as if the lantern glowed a little differently, and the lantern light pulsed in time with his own device. Other than that, he got nothing.

      “How are you talking to him?” Sam asked, letting his curiosity get the best of him. The man glared at him for speaking.

      “Is that him, Daven?” the voice asked.

      The man turned his attention back to the lantern. “That’s him. I figured working in the Academy would have taught him when to keep his mouth shut.” He glanced toward Sam, frowning a moment. “Should I bring him to you?”

      Sam backed away. He wasn’t about to go with this man anywhere, though he wondered if he would even be given a choice.

      “I don’t think that’s necessary. We have someone there.”

      “Ferand still came after the book.”

      “He’s not after the almanac. They are looking for something else that they feel is within the Academy.”

      Sam frowned. He was all but certain that they had been after the almanac. It was an item of incredible power. He and Tara had seen that themselves. He knew just how dangerous the almanac was, especially to someone who understood the arcane arts. Which Ferand did.

      “He wouldn’t have to guard it if we—”

      “We will keep the book where it is. Return the boy to the Academy and complete your assignment.”

      The lantern started to shift, the color changing back to the white light Sam had seen when he’d first entered the room. Daven got to his feet, looking at him. “Guess you need to get back to the Academy.” He took Sam’s wrist and again stepped through the wall, this time returning to the room they’d been in before. “Get going,” he said.

      “Wait,” Sam said. He couldn’t go yet. He had too many questions. Daven would have answers, especially about the thing Sam wanted to know most of all. “How do I control the vrandal?”

      The man grunted. “Don’t think I can teach you that in a night. Listen, it’s a wonder you’ve connected to it. Without the right training, most don’t even do that. You should have taken it off the moment you got it.”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “What do you mean you couldn’t?”

      Sam looked down at it. “When I was trying to get away from Ferand, I put it on. I couldn’t take it off. I didn’t want to keep it on. I didn’t know what it was or what it could do, but I couldn’t remove it.”

      Daven looked at him. “Ah, piss. Listen. Learning how to use the vrandal takes time, which I’ve not got to give. I’m only going to be in Tavran for a few days, and after that, I’ve got other assignments. I don’t think I can help with what you need.”

      “You know more than anyone at the Academy.”

      Daven laughed. “Of course I do, but there’s not a whole lot that I’m going to be able to do to teach you. Not with what I have to do.”

      Daven pushed him toward the door, and Sam tried to push back. He didn’t want to be shoved away just yet. If Daven could teach him about the vrandal, then he needed to know. There would have to be something he could learn.

      “Just show me a few tips. Help me understand what I need to know so I can use it.” Sam squeezed his hand, letting the energy fill him before holding out his palm for Daven to see. “That’s all I want. You were coming back here anyway, so that tells me you were done with whatever brought you out into the city.”

      Daven stopped pushing him. He glanced to the wall where the barrier separated this room from the other. “Suppose Bardall won’t mind anyway, seeing as you’re going to be there with the book…” He motioned for Sam to take the chair, and he took a seat on the bed.

      Sam held his hand out, looking over at Daven. “Why were you surprised that I was able to read the almanac? The vrandal is the key.”

      “It’s the key, but not many can use it.”

      “I didn’t really do anything to use it. It was more accidental than anything.”

      “I’m not terribly surprised. That almanac is old. Older than almost anything known to alchemists. And the key might be one of the oldest forms of alchemy that we know.” He held out his hand, showing his vrandal. “This was manufactured by trying to replicate that one.”

      “Who made these to begin with, then?”

      Daven shrugged. “Can’t say that I know. Or that I care. I learned to use it, and that’s all that really matters.”

      How could that be all that really mattered?

      In Sam’s mind, he needed to have answers, understand how to use the vrandal, and understand what it meant.

      But in this case, there didn’t seem to be anything that he would be able to learn from Daven.

      He wasn’t a student of alchemy.

      He was a user of alchemy. He was a fighter.

      Daven looked around before leaning forward and resting his forearms on his legs, watching Sam. “What do you feel from your vrandal?”

      “Right now? It’s pulsing a little bit. It doesn’t really hurt, but there are times—”

      “Not right now. In general. What do you feel?”

      Sam shrugged. “Most of the time, I don’t feel anything. I’ve gotten used to having it on. It’s a little uncomfortable, and I think I’d like to take it off but can’t.”

      “When you master it, you’ll be able to.” With that, Daven slipped his off. The light within it faded quickly, and the light within the room shifted, leaving only the vrandal on Sam’s hand to light the room. “Mind you, there aren’t too many times you want to do it. Once it’s off, another can take it. That’s probably what happened with the one you have.”

      “Why can’t they remove it when someone dies?”

      “When an alchemist dies with a vrandal still attached, the power is lost. Don’t know why, though. That’s not my area of expertise.”

      “What is your area of expertise?” If Sam knew that, he might be able to learn what had brought Daven to the city.

      “Not the creation of the vrandal. Now, do you want to learn more about this or not? I’d rather sleep, so if you’re going to keep questioning me…”

      Sam shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “You need to focus on what you feel. Some of that is your emotion. That’s what people stuck in Tavran get caught up in, and it’s also why they’re never able to use the vrandal the way they could.”

      “I don’t know that I feel anything.”

      “What do you feel about it?”

      That was an easier question to answer. When he looked over at Daven, he wondered if the man knew about the longing he felt to understand and use the power. Could he know that Sam had no power of his own and that he wanted to be able to use the device so he could have some for himself?

      “I want to be able to use it.”

      “That’s a start. Why?”

      Sam sighed. Did it matter if he shared his reasoning with Daven? The other man had offered to help him learn, and if that meant he’d be able to control it, then Sam needed to figure that out.

      “My sister.”

      “Your sister? That’s a strange reason.”

      “It’s because my sister has natural magic. I’ve always wanted to be able to do what she can but have never had any potential. I grew up knowing she would eventually be able to head to the Academy and that she would be able to learn to control magic, while I would have to stay behind and learn to be a minor alchemist.”

      Daven studied him. “When did you come?”

      “Not long ago. We came to the Academy only a few months ago.”

      Daven whistled. “Only a few months, and you’ve already gotten mixed up in all of this?” He whistled, shaking his head. “Can’t say that I envy you.”

      “Thanks?”

      Daven shrugged. “Who brought you to the Academy?”

      “Havash. He came to our hometown, tested my sister, and I thought he was hurting her so…”

      Daven frowned at him. “So what?”

      “I might have attacked him. And then he pulled me into trying to help him figure out what happened within the alchemy tower.”

      Daven started laughing. “You attacked Havash. I suppose that makes you all right with me.”

      “You don’t like him?”

      “Don’t know him all that well, but he came to us trying to understand alchemy. Only alchemists belong with us.” Daven shifted in his chair and scooted forward, looking at Sam before flicking his gaze down to the key. “So you want power, is that it?”

      “I’d like to be able to use magic. The vrandal is as close as I can imagine coming.”

      “It’s alchemy. Not arcane arts. There’s a difference. Havash has arcane arts. He understands alchemy. There’s a difference.”

      Daven twisted the device on his hand, sliding it around. After a moment, he closed his fist. Power bloomed in his hand and flowed around him. It reminded Sam of the way Tara used her power.

      “Alchemy takes power, stores it. Sometimes it’s augmented and can be used by those with the right aptitude.”

      “What makes the right aptitude?”

      “That’s a different discussion and one we don’t have time for.” He arched a brow, and Sam nodded. “Back to what we were talking about. You need to recognize your emotions. In this case, it’s the emotions you feel toward your sense of power. You need to focus on them. Feel that desire, if that’s what it is. Know what you’re feeling.”

      “Then I use emotion?”

      That bothered him more than it probably should. Sam didn’t function with emotion. He tended to prefer logic, clarity of thought, and planning. At least, that was what he had always thought about himself. Ever since coming to the Academy, he had found that he had been forced to use more emotion, though maybe that wasn’t even true. He had attacked Havash out of anger, after all.

      “No. Emotion is a part of it, but it’s the recognition of emotions, not the use of them. You don’t want to draw on those emotions, as that will make your control over the vrandal unstable. As much as you might try to press power through it, you must be able to understand the nature of the power within it. You also have to recognize how the emotion you’re feeling influences that, but then you have to withdraw from it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “See? It’s not easy. That’s why not many can use a vrandal. There’s an aptitude required. Seeing as how you have some potential, you can work with it, but it will take a different approach for you to master it.” He opened his fist, and the vrandal still glowed. “Why don’t you think about what you want from the vrandal and focus on that for a bit?” He stood up and stepped through the wall, disappearing again and leaving Sam alone.

      The vrandal pulsed on his hand, and it was a familiar sensation. Why would it do that when he was around others who could use that same power? Was there something to their use of power that called to the vrandal and allowed it to work, or was there something in him?

      Maybe that was what Daven wanted him to figure out. He knew the emotion he felt. There was a longing to use it, but now that he was aware of it, how was he supposed to push that longing away and focus on something else?

      As he stared at the vrandal, he looked at the way it curled around his fingers, the way the center part pressed against his palm. The greenish light glowed off of that. There was no pulsing, though he could feel it, almost as if the device was constricting around his fingers. If he were to find a way to understand the connection between him and the vrandal, it was going to have to come from somewhere.

      Sam’s experience with the vrandal suggested that patterns mattered. When he had attacked Ferand, he had triggered it by moving his hand in a specific fashion. Maybe he could figure out other patterns that would make a difference to the vrandal.

      Tracing his fingers along the vrandal, he felt the smoothness of the device, the sense of power within it. He tried to dig his fingers beneath it, but there wasn’t any separation. If he mastered the vrandal, he would remove it the way Daven had removed his. Then he would truly be in control of the device.

      There was a slight movement, and Daven reappeared. He gripped something in his hand and headed toward the far wall. “Time for you to go.”

      “Now? You haven’t shown me anything.”

      “I’ve shown you all that I’m going to be able to tonight.” He grabbed Sam and pushed him toward what appeared to be a door. When they passed through the barrier, Sam felt a slight pressure, though its sense was faint. Then they were back in the alley.

      “Back to the Academy for you,” Daven said.

      “What about you?”

      “It’s none of your concern. Keep working on what we talked about.”

      “Can I come and find you again before you leave?”

      Daven fidgeted, almost as if he were restless, glancing to the end of the alley every so often. What was he concerned about? There was something taking place that Sam couldn’t determine.

      “Sure. Make it later next time. I’ll find you.” With that, Daven hurried off down the alley.

      Sam watched a moment before deciding to follow.
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      Daven had been winding his way through the streets for the better part of an hour. Most of the time, he was nothing more than a dark shadow moving ahead of Sam. Not quickly—at least, not so quickly that Sam struggled to follow—but with a determined sort of pace. Every so often, the greenish glow from Daven’s vrandal would appear. It was faint, for the most part, and never too bright. Sam recognized the change through the sudden pulsing of the vrandal on his own hand.

      He stayed close to the buildings. As he hurried along the street, he looked for anything that might have prompted Daven to come this way but came up blank. There weren’t many people out, and those he did see were always in the distance.

      In his encounter with Daven, the other man had implied he would stay inside for the rest of the night. That was when he’d been willing to work with Sam, but then he’d gone back to the other room with the lantern. As he followed Daven, he kept waiting for him to go into an alchemy shop, perhaps to check in with others within his organization. Sam suspected that all alchemists were somehow working together, though he didn’t have any confirmation of that.

      He would have to ask Chasten when he saw him next.

      When he passed one alchemy shop without stopping, Sam realized that wasn’t quite true.

      Maybe Daven’s organization wasn’t all alchemists.

      But then what was it?

      The other man paused again. The greenish light of his vrandal burst forth, brighter this time.

      Why would he use it so openly like that?

      Daven didn’t move, and the glow persisted. Sam looked around, trying to piece together where he was on the street. They’d moved away from the center of the city, far enough that he could no longer hear the river rushing past. The Academy was in the distance, though it was difficult for him to see. Mostly it was a looming sense out there in the night. The buildings they’d passed had transitioned to single stories, with only a few that were taller. The street narrowed, and there were no streetlights, so the only light came from the power Daven radiated.

      The device continued to pulse. It had started doing that every time Daven stopped like this. Sam realized he should’ve asked why the vrandal activated when he was around others with the same power. He wondered if there was some pattern that he was unintentionally using that might be triggering the vrandal but didn’t think so. The only thing that he could feel was that power continued to fluctuate within it. It was distinct. It was powerful.

      Sam slipped along the street, trying to see what Daven was up to, but the man still hadn’t moved. He stood with his hands pressed forward. The greenish power coming from him seemed to be surging outward, but Daven didn’t move for whatever reason.

      Maybe he couldn’t move.

      The street turned slightly, and he stayed close to the buildings as he moved forward. The light from Daven’s vrandal remained powerful, but he still didn’t move. Sam watched as the man remained perfectly still. The glow from his hand left a slight haze in the air. Maybe Sam was the only one to see it, but the color drew his eye. The power Daven used pulsed in time with his own device, almost as if it were calling to him.

      Could that be what was happening? Why would Daven be calling to me?

      The color coming from Daven’s vrandal started to change. Sam looked down and saw that the color from his remained the same. It was still deep green, a heavy sort of color that he had to keep in a balled fist, afraid to let too much of it escape. The depth of the green from Daven’s device shifted.

      As Sam watched, he could see Daven struggling against whatever was happening. The man kept his jaw clenched, and the muscles in his body tensed as he tried to move, but his efforts were pointless. Sam had to help—the problem was that he didn’t know how.

      The light coming from Daven’s vrandal changed again. This time, the deep green shifted to the sickly green hue, almost yellow.

      Movement caught Sam’s attention as three figures approached. Two of them remained hidden in the shadows so that he couldn’t see much of them, but he recognized the third.

      Ferand looked slightly thinner than he had when Sam last saw him, and he hadn’t been a large man even then. A hint of pale white energy worked around him as he was accessing his arcane arts, though Sam didn’t see any distinct lines of angulation to suggest what he was doing. Wrinkles in the corners of his eyes caught the shadows. His dark hair was cut short, and there was a scar along one temple that Sam didn’t remember.

      “Did you think we wouldn’t know you were here?” Ferand’s voice was deep. Cold. Angry.

      Sam looked around briefly. He needed to notify others about Ferand’s presence here.

      But they wouldn’t know that he had snuck out into the city. He wasn’t even supposed to be here. He was supposed to be back in the Academy, studying, spending time with his classmates, working with Tara, but instead, he was out here on his own.

      “I figured you’d know,” Daven said. “Look at you. After everything we tried to teach you, this is how you repay it.”

      “Teach me? I think none really tried to teach.” The soft yellowish light was coming off of Ferand now, and it flowed toward Daven, who was straining to move.

      “We let you stay with us.”

      “You made a mistake. And now you will pay for it.”

      Daven grunted. “You don’t want me.”

      “No, perhaps that’s right.” Ferand twisted his hand, making a strange motion. Daven doubled over as if suddenly freed from whatever hold he’d be in. Either that or the force was too much. “What do you think? Did I learn enough from you?”

      Ferand raised his hand, and Daven stiffened, then straightened again. Ferand forced the man to look at him, to meet his eyes as he stalked closer.

      With the way the vrandal pulsed, and the power within it, there had to be something he could do. He couldn’t help but feel as if the vrandal had to activate for him. If he could figure out some way to use it against Ferand…

      It had worked against him once before. It hadn’t been effective against the Secundum, but Sam thought he must have a greater knowledge about the power within the vrandal than Ferand had. And now, with the Secundum having died, he had to hope that Ferand hadn’t wouldn’t learn how the Secundum had managed to ignore the power within the vrandal.

      “How many others are here?” Ferand asked. His voice was low but loud enough that Sam could make out what he was saying. He could hear the anger in the words, and he could hear the way Ferand practically growled at Daven. “Don’t think I don’t have a way to make you talk.”

      “Then make me talk.”

      Ferand smiled. “If that’s the way you would prefer it.”

      He stepped back, and the other two figures grabbed Daven, holding his arms.

      Daven said nothing. The greenish light from his vrandal started to change, solidifying again. There was a steady pulsing from it, a building sense of power, and Sam could feel the device on his hand trying to answer.

      “Very well.” Ferand raised his hand and rested it above Daven’s head.

      The strange light from Ferand continued to seep outward, though now it floated around Daven’s head. There were patterns within the angulation. He didn’t recognize the pattern, though increasingly, he thought it was time for him to try to do so.

      Then Daven started to scream.

      It was a painful shriek that was suddenly muffled. Sam had to do something. He couldn’t watch Daven get attacked by Ferand, not if there was something he could do to help. Only Sam had no idea what he might be able to do. He wasn’t powerful enough to intervene.

      He held the device toward the ground, focusing on it. The key was already activated, and he needed to control the release of power. If he angled it in a certain direction, he might be able to use it as a distraction and grab Daven.

      Ferand had Daven’s hand in his. The yellowish light trailed outward, flowing from him toward Daven—and toward his vrandal.

      “This will be unnecessary,” Ferand said, and he pried the vrandal off Daven’s hand.

      It shouldn’t have been so easy for Ferand to remove it from Daven’s, unless Ferand’s vrandal didn’t bond the same way that the key had bonded to Sam.

      Had Ferand learned some dangerous new techniques?

      If he had, then Sam needed to be more careful with his own vrandal.

      But he couldn’t wait.

      He thought about different options, and the only one that really made any sense for him wants to use the power trapped within the vrandal. He knew how to activate it.

      Maybe he could aim it in such a way that he could distract Ferand and perhaps others.

      “There’s another here,” Ferand said.

      One of the two holding Daven hurried off, disappearing into the darkness. The other still held Daven, and Ferand remained in front of him.

      Sam needed another distraction. Thankfully, where he stood on the street offered some protection. He peered around the corner and watched them, but they wouldn’t be able to see him easily with the way the building jutted outward. If he made a mistake, though, they would see him.

      The device continued to pulse, and Sam released more of the power. This time, it struck behind Daven in a burst that exploded. Then it faded.

      “Go!” Ferand said.

      The other figure who had been holding Daven disappeared. That left only Ferand and Daven.

      And Sam.

      The odds didn’t feel quite right. There had to be something he could do now, and using a distraction wouldn’t be enough again.

      Ferand was powerful. Sam had seen that during the attack on the Academy. Without having someone with arcane magic who could hold him, Sam wasn’t sure how to help.

      Daven cried out again.

      That was all Sam could stomach. Sam held the vrandal outward, then stepped out of the building’s shadow. “Let him go.” His voice was as steady as he could make it.

      Ferand twisted toward him. Daven even turned his head to look at him, shaking it slightly.

      “You can’t be serious,” Ferand said, throwing his head back in frustration.

      “I know how to use this.”

      “So I’ve seen.” Ferand’s voice had dropped and was much more dangerous now than it had been before. “Have you decided to take on a student?” he asked Daven. There was another surge of pale yellow light that slammed into Daven, who cried out again.

      Sam didn’t have much time. The others would return, and he’d be outnumbered. The only chance he had was in doing something now. He focused on the pattern that he used, trying to trigger a burst of energy.

      When that greenish alchemy slammed into Ferand, it did nothing.

      He had learned the Secundum technique.

      “It seems you would like the same lesson I’ve offered Daven,” he said to Sam.

      Sam held his hand out, trying to prepare as Ferand took a step toward him. Suddenly, Sam couldn’t move. His arms didn’t work. His legs didn’t respond. Nothing. The pulsing in his hand shifted, and the light coming off the vrandal changed. He understood what had happened before, what Ferand had done.

      This was how he had taken the device from Daven.

      Once again, he tried to trigger the key, but as before, it washed over him harmlessly.

      “You have potential. It’s a shame you ended up learning what you did. Or what you did not.”

      Ferand took another step toward him, and a sense of cold came from the man. Sam’s legs wouldn’t answer him. The vrandal pulsed, but he still couldn’t do much. Ferand sneered at him and reached for the vrandal.

      It exploded.

      Sam didn’t have any control, but the sudden explosion left his hand tingling. He’d never had that type of power before, the control over it different than what he knew.

      As the power burst away from him, it struck Ferand.

      Sam was free. He staggered back. Daven, who was now freed as well, collapsed. Sam darted forward and grabbed him. He lifted the man and started to move.

      “Come on,” he muttered.

      “Leave me. Get yourself free,” Daven said.

      “I can help you,” Sam said. “I can—”

      “Not you. Me. I triggered it.”

      Sam looked down to Daven. His eyes were closed as blood streamed from his nostrils, and his complexion paled.

      What had Ferand done to him?

      There was a roar and a burst of the yellowish light. It came from behind Sam, and he didn’t dare wait to see what had happened. He dragged Daven with him.

      They had to hide.

      The device continued pulsing in Sam’s palm. There wasn’t any place he could take Daven that would be safe. The Academy might be, but it was so far away that Sam didn’t think they’d be able to reach it before Ferand and the others found them. Could they reach the alley where he’d first met Daven? It wasn’t as far as the Academy.

      Even if he reached it, he didn’t know if he’d be able to get through the barriers.

      Another explosion of light came from behind.

      Sam looked along the street. Alchemy shops. That was the first thought that came to him. If he could find one of the shops that had somebody in there who could help, then they could get to safety.

      When he reached the first of the alchemy shops, he found the door locked, the windows darkened, and short of breaking in, he wasn’t going to be able to find help there.

      Daven sagged.

      That wasn’t going to work.

      Not an alchemy shop.

      There was one other option for him.

      Then he found the alley. Sam pulled Daven along it. It wasn’t much further. All he had to do was reach the section of the wall with the barrier…

      There was another buildup of light. Sam pressed against where he thought the transition to be and felt resistance. He held the device against it, pushing, wondering whether it would work, and then they fell forward into the room.
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      Sam didn’t stay there for long. It was still possible that Ferand and the others would have seen what he’d done. If they had, then they would know there was a barrier here. He’d seen the way Ferand could work with barriers and even work around them, with enough power. The man had destroyed a section of the Academy as he’d breached it, so there was always the possibility he would do something similar now.

      Sam dragged Daven to the wall leading to the other room. He didn’t know if the key would grant him access to the room, but he had to try. He pressed his hand against it and soon felt the resistance fade. The vrandal pulsed, and with each one, he could sense the power flowing from him and toward the wall, but they couldn’t go through.

      “Daven, we need to get through here.”

      Daven moaned. Sam moved him and tried to lean him against the wall, but that didn’t seem to make any difference either. What was it going to take? He didn’t like the idea of remaining so much in the open. If Ferand discovered this place, he would only need to pass through the barrier to see them. They had to get another layer of separation.

      What had Daven done? It had been the vrandal, but Daven had lost his. Could Sam use his with Daven? He grabbed the man’s hand and pressed his against it, using the two of them to push against the barrier. The same sense of resistance was there, but he continued to push, letting that power flow into the barrier.

      Then they fell through.

      Sam dragged Daven toward the center of the room, holding onto him and trying to find a place where he could rest comfortably. The room was empty other than the single table with the strange lantern.

      Daven needed help, and the only way Sam could come up with it was by using the very thing that Daven had used to communicate with other alchemists.

      The lantern. Using that, he could communicate with Daven’s allies and call for help. He would have to do it before the device stopped pulsing. For now, it remained active, but he didn’t know how much longer that would be the case.

      He held his hand near the lantern, and then it had started to glow with the deep greenish light.

      Sam thought of the same sort of power when working with the almanac. He held his hand over the lantern out. He twisted his hand, following the pattern that he used to activate the vrandal, and there came a burst of energy out of it. It was the greenish light of alchemy, and as it flowed from Sam’s hand, striking the lantern, he felt something change. There was a sense of power that came from the lantern, power that flowed outward, that Sam thought he might be able to utilize.

      There was a hint of color shifting. It happened slowly—almost too slowly at first. He tried to force it by focusing on the light, focusing on what he wanted from it. The color continued to shift. Then greenish light surged.

      That was what he needed. What would happen? Maybe nothing. With what he’d done, it was possible nothing would change and that whomever he tried to reach wouldn’t even be accessible, but he had to keep trying.

      “Hello?” Sam felt ridiculous talking to the lantern like this, but wasn’t that what Daven had done? “Is there anyone there?”

      There came no answer. The light remained a deep green, though, so he had to think that, if nothing else, the change in the light was how it needed to be for him to find some answers.

      Sam looked down at Daven. “What did you do differently?”

      The man moaned again but didn’t make any other sound. If this didn’t work, then he’d have to go to Havash. Even if it did work, he’d have to tell the alchemist what he’d seen and that Ferand remained in the city, apparently more powerful than he had been before.

      “Daven?”

      The voice came from the lantern. Sam tensed and turned to look at the lantern. Was that a face that started to appear in the light? It seemed as if it was, but it could’ve been his imagination.

      “It’s not Daven. He’s hurt. Ferand attacked him and took his vrandal. I got to him and brought him back here but—”

      “Who is this?”

      “I’m the one who was with him the last time he spoke to you.”

      Unless that wasn’t right. What if Sam had connected to someone else? He didn’t know if the lantern required a certain focus to reach the right person. When he’d triggered it, he hadn’t even given thought to the possibility that he might reach someone else.

      “The last time?”

      The greenish light started to change, shifting a little. The face he thought he might be imagining began to take on a more distinct form. There was something familiar to it, though he wasn’t sure why that would be.

      He backed away. It seemed better for him to stand at a distance, though he didn’t know if the face would be able to identify him through the lantern.

      “Who are you?” Sam asked.

      If it was Bardall, then it was the same person as before. If it was someone else…

      Then he would have to find a way to cut the connection.

      “This is Bardall Yolach.”

      Sam let out a relieved sigh. At least it was the same person, though he didn’t know anything about Bardall to make him feel much better about this.

      “I have Daven here,” Sam said. “As I told you, there was an attack. Ferand took his vrandal.”

      “He wouldn’t have been able to take his vrandal. Ferand is strong, but he isn’t skilled enough to do that.”

      “I don’t know how he learned, but he did. I distracted the other two attackers and then managed to get Daven away.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “He’s with me. Like I said, he’s injured. Ferand was doing something to him. I don’t know what it was, other than it seemed to hurt.”

      The memory of that would stick with him, he was sure. The way Ferand had pressed that strange sense of power into Daven’s head and tortured him, along with the shriek…

      “We will send assistance.”

      The light started to fade, and Sam hurried forward. “What kind of assistance? Do you even know where to find him?”

      The light from the lantern disappeared completely. Sam looked over at Daven, who hadn’t moved. Help was going to come, but would it be fast enough? He didn’t know how badly Daven was hurt, only that he hadn’t moved in the time they’d been here. The injury Ferand had caused was significant. Maybe Bardall would send someone with the ability to use traditional arcane magic. They could heal him. Sam had seen it himself. It might even be Havash. They had mentioned him enough that Sam had to think they trusted the Alchemist.

      Sam crouched down beside Daven. He squeezed his hand around the vrandal, feeling a trembling of power within it.

      Every so often, he thought he heard sounds or thought he saw some greenish coloration that suggested somebody using alchemy, but that was all in his imagination. He kept worrying that Ferand was close, somehow having tracked Sam.

      Daven stirred a little. Maybe he was aware of what was out there as well.

      “Daven?” Sam whispered.

      The man started to open his eyes. “Where are we?”

      “Your place.” He helped Daven to sit up and worried the noise would be noticeable to someone on the other side of the barrier. If the barrier was secure enough, they wouldn’t be aware of them, but if not… he had to be careful.

      “How did we…” Daven looked at his surroundings. “You?”

      Sam nodded. “I don’t know whether we stayed ahead of Ferand.”

      “He has the vrandal.”

      “Can he use it to track us?”

      The other man sighed. “I would have said no, but I no longer know what he’s capable of. He shouldn’t have been able to take the vrandal from me so easily.”

      “Because it is linked to you like the key is linked to mine?” Sam held his hand up. “I can’t even take it off.”

      “It bonded to you,” Daven said. He wiped his arm across his nose, and when he looked at the blood, a disgusted expression crossed his face. “What a terrible use of that power,” he muttered.

      “If it bonded to me, how was he able to use it? Why would I have been able to take it off him?”

      “The vrandal is an ancient work of alchemy,” Daven said. “I told you. The one you have is the oldest, at least, we think it is. The Academy stored it, kept it safe. Or they were supposed to. Damn, but Ferand wasn’t supposed to have access to it. No one but one of the alchemists should have been.”

      “That doesn’t answer anything.”

      “No, I suppose it doesn’t.” Daven shuffled as he sat up further, furrowing his brow as he looked toward the door. “You said you detected something?”

      “I don’t know if there’s anything to it or not. There was a sense from the other side of the wall. It made my hand hurt.”

      “It’s possible he’s using it to track. That’s what I was drawn to, after all.”

      “That’s why you left?” Sam asked.

      “I detected a sense in the city.”

      “Are there others out here?”

      Daven sighed heavily. “There were supposed to be. The problem is that we haven’t had any word from them lately. If they’re out there, they’ve been attacked as well.”

      “What’s this about?”

      The man shook his head. “It doesn’t pertain to you.”

      “I think it does. If Ferand is going to keep attacking in the city, and if I’m somehow going to keep encountering him, I think it very much does pertain to me.”

      “And I heard you on the lantern talking to wherever that was. If they aren’t after the almanac, what are they after?”

      “Oh, they might be after the almanac, but it’s mostly about the kind of power they think they can learn. Nighlan don’t know anything about alchemy. Not yet. If they can learn, they might be able to counter it. That’s the real danger. But there’s more than that. They believe the Academy has something of power. That’s the kind of thing the Nighlan would give an arm for.”

      Sam frowned, looking at the vrandal. When he looked up to Daven, he saw his face twisted. Daven opened his mouth to say something more but then clamped it shut. He nodded toward the wall. “Be ready,” he mouthed.

      Sam didn’t feel any sense of constriction from the vrandal. Nothing that would suggest there was anything out there.

      “I guess that wasn’t anything to be concerned about,” Daven said with relief.

      “Would he be able to get in here?”

      “You were.”

      “I had you,” said Sam.

      Daven sighed. “Perhaps. The barriers along this place should have been enough to keep him out, but with his new understanding of the vrandals, I don’t know if he’ll now be able to break through the barriers or not. Normally, I would’ve said no, but now I’m not so sure.”

      He leaned back. He seemed to be coming around, but the effort of speaking was taking quite a bit out of him. The injury he’d sustained had been significant, and he needed healing.

      Waiting here was going to be dangerous, and that was if there was even help coming. Sam didn’t know if help was on its way. Regardless of what Bardall had claimed, it might not be possible for others to find them, and even if they did, they might not reach them in time.

      All of that suggested to Sam that he would have to get moving. “Do you think you can walk?” he asked.

      “Walking isn’t safe.”

      “Because you’re too injured? If we can reach the Academy—”

      “There’s no way for us to reach the Academy before he gets to us. He will have it blocked off, especially as he now knows you’re a part of this.”

      “Is there another way into the Academy?”

      “There was, but it’s been lost.”

      “Lost?”

      “There was another way, but those who protected it have hidden it.”

      Without knowing where to look, he wouldn’t even be able to find a way past it. That meant they were going to have to make a run for the Academy. Or he could wait here. If Bardall sent help, then they could stay put, but he didn’t know if anyone was coming.

      “Can you use my vrandal?” Sam asked.

      Daven looked up at him, meeting his eyes. “I’ve told you. You’ve bonded to it. You are the only one who will be able to use it. It’s not common for the key to bond like that. That’s why it was so valuable. Could be taken off and used by another alchemist. The real secret had come when we learned how to create the bonding with other vrandals. Of course, that sort of happened through the alchemy used on them. Not that we had to do a whole lot for that. It’s powerful like I said. An old item and an old construct. Kind of thing that we wouldn’t have learned on our own.”

      Why would it have bonded him?

      “Why me?”

      “Can’t say.”

      “How were you able to use it when we were heading here?”

      “I triggered it through you. It’s complicated, and it doesn’t always work.”

      Sam lifted Daven. “Then we have to be prepared for you to try to do that again. If it works, then we have it. If not…” If not, they’d better hope they could run quickly.

      He held his hand out, detecting whether there was anything on the other side of the door. There was no additional pulsing in the device, nothing that suggested anyone was there. He had to think they were safe. For now.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “You said someone was coming to help.”

      “And you said there wasn’t anyone in the city.”

      Daven nodded. “Ready.”

      Sam pressed his hand against the barrier. When they stepped through to the other room, they weren’t alone. A dark-cloaked man turned to them. A pale yellowish light surrounded him, and he held up his hand.

      Sam reacted. He quickly formed the pattern that he knew, triggering the vrandal as he had when he fought with Ferand. The device pulsed for a moment, almost as if it would react for him, but then it faded.

      “Daven!” he shouted.

      The injured man squeezed his wrist, and a strange sensation washed over Sam. It was a powerful twisting sensation, one where he wasn’t fully in control, but he was aware he wasn’t in control.

      When power burst from the vrandal and struck the cloaked man, Sam didn’t even know if it would work. This was different than what Sam had triggered before. Light blossomed in an incredible explosion of light; a surge so powerful that Sam could scarcely follow it. Then it was gone. When it faded, the cloaked man lay in a heap along the wall.

      “What was that?” he asked, turning to Daven.

      “That was a little stronger than I expected.” He let go of Sam and headed over to the fallen man and rolled him over. He reached for the vrandal on the man’s hand and tried to pry it free, but it wouldn’t budge. “They found a way to bond them,” he whispered.

      “Why does that matter?”

      “They weren’t able to use them before. They could use other items of power and had enough skill to be dangerous, but the vrandals were safe. Or had been. Now I can’t even take it off.”

      “Is that why the light coming from them is different?”

      Daven nodded. “The power they use through the vrandal is twisted. It’s different. They don’t use it the way I do. Or you, for that matter.” He rose to his feet and looked toward the stairs. They were nothing but an illusion, but it was an effective one. “I don’t know that I can come back here. If they’ve discovered it, then it’s no longer safe.”

      “Do you need to grab the lantern?”

      If that allowed Daven to reach his companions and communicate with them, then Sam thought he’d want it. If he didn’t, Sam did. Having something that allowed for a connection over a distance would be incredibly valuable.

      “They shouldn’t be able to find it. I don’t want to carry it through the street on the chance that we’re caught.” The tone of Daven’s voice suggested that he thought they would almost certainly be caught. “We should keep moving if we’re going to do this.”

      The thought that one attacker was down should’ve reassured Sam, but he didn’t know how many remained. There might have been quite a few more. If any of them rivaled Ferand in power, then they might not be strong enough to withstand them. As it was, they couldn’t keep attacking like this. He didn’t know if they’d have enough power to knock the others out. It would be better to stay hidden.

      Reaching the wall, Sam pressed his hand against it. This barrier wasn’t nearly as secure as the last, or he could pass through more easily. When they reached the alley, he prepared for another attacker, but there was none.

      Sam guided Daven, and they moved as quickly as Daven was able. He didn’t move terribly fast, though he was able to keep going. With each step, he seemed to gain strength. The Academy stood in the distance, the glowing stone white against the night. As they neared it, Sam felt something behind him. He didn’t want to turn, but he also didn’t want to be caught from behind. He glanced over his shoulder and wished he hadn’t.

      A looming figure appeared behind them, making Sam’s heart hammer.

      Luthian. He was certain of it. The Grandam had warned him about Luthian. A dangerous Nighlan.

      What was he after here?

      Could it be the key, or was he after the almanac?

      “We need to keep going,” he said.

      Daven nodded. As they approached the Academy, he started to sag. Though his strength had been seemingly returning, it began to fade—and rapidly. Everything he’d been able to hold onto failed.

      Sam was forced to drag him more and more. He slipped his arm around Daven’s waist, trying to prop him up and run at the same time. All they needed was to reach the garden. From there…

      Daven slipped. It happened before Sam was even aware of it. He was so exhausted from the events of the night that he staggered a few steps before realizing that he no longer had Daven. When he did, he turned to see Luthian. The man was enormous. He had to be nearly seven feet tall, muscular and had a bald head. Everything about him screamed power. Only his eyes didn’t strike Sam the way that Ferand’s eyes did. There was almost a gentleness to them. It gave him pause.

      The man hoisted Daven to his shoulders and looked at Sam. Out of the darkness of the night, a burst of green streaked across the street toward him. Sam fell backward trying to get away from it, into the garden outside of the Academy.

      When he got to his feet, Luthian was gone. So was Daven.
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      Once satisfied there was no more movement on the street, Sam hurried toward the Academy. A part of him wanted to go after Daven, but he didn’t even know where Luthian had taken him. What he needed was help—something he should have done long ago.

      Sam headed up the stairs and saw a group of students in the entrance to the great hall. He knew one of them only a little, an olwand student in his alchemy class, but he looked away when he saw Sam.

      How many were like that with him?

      Too many.

      He hurried toward Havash’s room. When he reached it, he knocked, noticing several of the students looking in his direction.

      Sam ignored them, but he couldn’t shake the strange feeling that he had. He was an outsider here, even though he was now in the Academy.

      When Havash didn’t answer, Sam tried again, but there was still no answer.

      Maybe he was down in the alchemy tower, but he needed a different set of answers.

      The Grandam. She would believe him. Maybe she wouldn’t have before, but with what he’d gone through and survived, he had to think she’d believe him when he came with word of what had happened tonight.

      Sam made his way through the Study Hall, moving quickly until he reached the opening in the kitchen. He stepped out into the closet, smelling the sweet scent of grain, and then pushed it open to look out. It was empty. There was no sign of Okun or any of the other kitchen help.

      When he reached the hall outside of the kitchen, he hurried along a come up the stairs until he found the Grandam’s office.

      He knocked.

      As he waited, he looked around, not exactly sure what to expect here. He had no idea whether she would welcome him or whether she would be annoyed by his intrusion.

      After a moment, the door came open.

      “Samran Bilson. I didn’t expect you tonight.”

      Sam scanned the room again before looking over to her. “There was another attack in the city.”

      She flicked her gaze to him. “Another?”

      Sam nodded.

      “Are you certain of this?”

      “I saw Ferand. He attacked a…” He just realized he wasn’t entirely certain what to call Daven. The man had power and seemed to understand the vrandal in a way that even Havash didn’t, but what was he? Not one of the Nighlan, at least not the way they had been described to him. “Another man with something like this.” He held out the vrandal.

      “What happened then?”

      “Ferand took it off of him.”

      “Did he?” She eyed the device carefully.

      Sam had the sense that she was curious as to whether she’d be able to remove it from his hand as well. At this point, he wasn’t even sure he’d object if someone tried to take it from him. He wondered if his longing for more arcane magic was misplaced with what he’d seen and the powers that were involved.

      “I don’t know how he did it. This other man said it shouldn’t have been possible.”

      “No. What we know of the alchemy of the key suggests that it is not possible to separate it once bonded, though the head alchemists have never truly bonded it.” She looked up at him. “It begs the question as to why you did.”

      Sam shook his head. “I don’t know why I did. Been trying to figure that out myself.”

      She smiled at him. “I imagine that you have. Have you come up with any answers?”

      He traced his hand around the surface of the key. “No.” It wasn’t the reason that he came to her, though. Sam nodded. “There’s more. I saw Luthian.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she got to her feet. “Where?”

      “He was outside of the Academy. I tried to get this other man to the Academy to help him, but we were attacked before I had the chance. Luthian grabbed him.”

      “He stayed in the city,” she said softly.

      Sam nodded.

      “Show me.” The Grandam took his hand and guided him from the room. She guided him down the stairs, and they passed a group of students, including Gresham, which made Sam’s stomach sank just a moment. He didn’t want Gresham to have questions about why Sam was with the Grandam. It was bad enough that he was with her, but now they were heading out of the Academy, into the courtyard where she paused, her voice dropping below, carrying the coolness that matched the night.

      “Where did you see Luthian?” she asked.

      Sam pointed to the street. He could still envision the man scooping Daven off the ground and carrying him away. What had happened to Daven? Luthian was with Ferand, and after seeing the way Ferand was willing to attack, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if the two men together would be even more violent.

      She pulled something from her pocket and held it up. A white light bloomed, soft and powerful as it swept along the streets. As it did, there was a sense of energy that rolled across him. The vrandal pulsed even more intently, as if answering whatever she did—or rebelling against it.

      “Do you detect anything?” he asked.

      She started forward. “Luthian would be just powerful enough that he should leave a trail. If we can find the nature of his trail, we might be able to figure out where he ran off to.”

      “Should you get others?” She glanced over at him. There was a hint of irritation in her eyes, and Sam wanted to curse himself for asking. “I’m not doubting your ability,” he said quickly.

      “That would be wise, Mr. Bilson.”

      “I’ve just seen what he can do. And Ferand. When Tara was with me…”

      “Ms. Stone is capable. There is no doubt about that, but she is still learning. There are many things she cannot yet do.”

      Sam wondered how Tara would react if he told her what the Grandam said about her. Would she take the compliment, or would she be upset about being told there were things she couldn’t do?

      The Grandam straightened and squeezed her hand around the item there before looking at him. “I think it’s long past time for you to return to the Academy, Mr. Bilson. I think I can follow Luthian on my own—and without distractions. This is delicate work, and finding him is of the utmost importance. I would rather do this without someone nosing around in it.”

      He glanced toward the Academy. It was time for him to return. He slipped back into the Academy grounds, through the garden, and up to the door. He heard voices in the garden, and was tempted to go and see who it might be, but there was a part of him that worried it might end up being Gresham, and Sam didn’t need any more trouble with him. He had already assaulted him and didn’t need a highly trained user of the arcane arts wanting vengeance for something that Sam had done to him.

      Instead, he hurried inside.

      He headed toward the tolath tower, seeing no one, and hurried into the Study Hall.

      He needed to find Tara. It was the time of night when he suspected that she would not be in her room, and given how they had been heading to the library, he started there first. He saw several glowing lights that suggested the arcane arts, but when he waited, watching to see where they were and what they might do, he didn’t seem to be any pattern that would be consistent with Tara. After a while, Sam headed away.

      He debated which way to go.

      Finally, he decided to head down to the alchemy tower. He wasn’t expecting to see her there but was surprised to find Tara practicing in the alchemy room. She looked up when he entered, the white light surrounding her pulsing for a moment before fading.

      “Where have you been?”

      Sam took a deep breath, letting out slowly. “It’s a long story. I made my way out into the city, and—”

      “How?” She frowned at him. “The city is closed to us. They have it secured. You shouldn’t even have been able to get out.”

      Sam nodded slowly. He worried about what would happen when he finally went to Havash to tell him what had happened. “I know. And I found something,” he said. He looked down at the vrandal and then frowned again. “Well, I found several things. Alchemy and how I can penetrate through alchemy barriers with the vrandal, and then somebody who knows about this.”

      “Why don’t you start with telling me what a vrandal is, and then you can go on there.”

      When he told her what he’d encountered, first about Daven, then the lantern, and finally about following him through the city, she grew increasingly quiet. When he was done, she breathed out in annoyance.

      “So let me get this straight,” she said sharply. “You went out into the city knowing the Nighlan have attacked, something you probably wouldn’t have been able to do on your own. You then saw more of the green light you attributed to alchemy and went toward it, only to luckily learn that this wasn’t anyone dangerous. At least, that you know of. Then you and this strange person were attacked, and Ferand grabbed him.”

      “Not Ferand. Luthian. Ferand was there, too, and now the Grandam is looking for them.”

      She shook her head. “That might’ve been the only thing you did tonight that makes any sense.”

      “I’m sorry, but Daven knew how to use this,” Sam said, holding up the device. And he knew more than Havash, which wasn’t entirely surprising, especially knowing that Havash was not an alchemist. Chasten was. That was who Sam needed to go to. “He was trying to teach me how to control it, and I think if I can find him, I might be able to learn how to fully control the power in it. When I can do that, we can use the book and train together more.”

      “Are you sure he wasn’t a part of all of this? I know you think he is an alchemist, and maybe some separatist group that is working against the Nighlan, but—”

      “I know what I saw. He wasn’t with the Nighlan. And he knows things.”

      “You need to show me this place,” Tara said.

      “What place? Where he was attacked? The Grandam is out there now trying to track down Luthian, so I don’t think it’d be a good idea for us to go looking for him.”

      “Not that. The room. If that lantern lets you communicate with the others he was with, then we need to find it. Havash should know about it too.”

      She was right. The issue for him was that Daven hadn’t wanted to bring the lantern out. He had been concerned that they would lose the lantern and that someone would get ahold of it who shouldn’t. Then again, Bardall needed to know that Daven had been taken.

      That would be why he’d go back. He didn’t know whether there was any reason for him to trust Daven, but he also didn’t have any reason to harm him. Sam wanted to offer him whatever help he could, especially if Luthian were after him.

      “We can go later,” he said. “Probably not tonight.”

      She looked disappointed, but she didn’t argue with him. For that, he was thankful.

      After a while, she headed out of the alchemy tower, leaving Sam with the vrandal along with the almanac. He stared at it for a long time. They were connected, but if what Daven had said was true, then it wasn’t entirely about that.

      After a little while, he stood, headed out of the alchemy tower, and then decided to take the main stairs rather than through the Study Hall.

      His stomach rumbled with hunger. He stepped out carefully through the door near the kitchen, poking his head around and looking for anyone who might be watching but found it empty.

      When Sam reached the kitchen, he tested the door for a moment, thankful that he had access to it without having to worry about anyone getting angry with him doing so.

      It was dark, only a single alchemy lanterns glowing in the far corner. He tiptoed inside, pulling open one of the cabinets when he heard someone clear their throat.

      Sam spun around.

      “Okun,” Sam said, breathing out and clutching his hand around the vrandal. “What are you doing sneaking up on me?”

      “I should say the same about you sneaking into my kitchen.”

      “I’m hungry. I lost track of time because…” He looked around him before leveling his gaze on Okun. “Something happened tonight.”

      Okun leaned on the counter, watching Sam but saying nothing.

      “I met someone.”

      “That fourth-year student that you have been running around with might be a bit disappointed to hear that.”

      “Not like that,” he said. “This is something different. I met an alchemist.”

      Okun said nothing.

      “Somebody who came to the city to deal with the Nighlan.”

      “Then you had best leave them alone.”

      “Do you know anything about it?”

      “I told you. I don’t have much talent.”

      “You took on the Secundum.”

      “Because I saw what he was trying to do to you.”

      Sam watched him. There was more to Okun than what he wanted to acknowledge, though he didn’t know if the cook would even admit anything to him.

      “I never really thanked you for it.”

      “And you don’t need to,” Okun said.

      “I still feel like I do.”

      Okun frowned. “You just keep learning what you need. I have a feeling that whatever business they were after here isn’t quite done.”

      “The man I met tonight said that it wasn’t only about the almanac.” There was no point in denying that he knew about the almanac or that he knew about the key. He wondered if Okun would give him the same courtesy. “He claimed that the almanac might be a part of it but that there was probably something more.”

      “And you think that’s true?”

      “I don’t really know. They obviously think it’s worth risking the Academy.”

      “That’s only if you think they fear the Academy.”

      Sam frowned. His stomach rumbled again, and Okun turned, heading to a cupboard, where he pulled something out and handed it to him. It was a loaf of fluffy bread. Sam took a chunk and chewed slowly.

      “They chase power. That’s about it. That’s all I know. That’s all I need to know. And it’s their pursuit of power that makes them dangerous. They think there is something that will make them stronger and make it easier for them to spread, they are going to do whatever it takes to get it. And they have plenty willing to serve them and serve that purpose, especially if they think it will give them more power.”

      Sam hadn’t even considered that before. Maybe that was true.

      If so, what did it mean for who else might be involved?

      “That’s why you stayed here. You are looking for anybody else who might be involved.”

      Okun smiled tightly. “You keep looking for answers that I don’t have.”

      He shifted as he said it and looked around slightly.

      Sam frowned at him. “Fine. You don’t have to tell me anything. If you do see something or hear about something that I might need to know about, would you let me know?”

      He frowned before nodding once. “Take that and get out of here. You need to get some sleep.”

      As Sam headed out of the kitchen, he couldn’t help feeling as if it was not just sleep that he needed, but maybe understanding and an insight into what more Okun was involved in. Could he be connected to Daven?

      Or maybe he was just what he said. Somebody who knew things and wanted to protect the Academy. Either way, Sam trusted him.

      He only hoped that it wasn’t misplaced.
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      The lessons taught in angulation had suddenly shifted. Professor Clarice had begun to teach a very different type of session, going so far as to describe various patterns of angulation that could only be described as attack patterns. Sam sat listening and struggled to believe what he was hearing.

      “This is a welcome change,” James muttered at one point.

      Sam looked at the others in the classroom, all softly glowing with their connection to the arcane arts. Even James did.

      “You know why we are learning this, don’t you?”

      “Because they want us to progress? Or maybe there’s something on the next exam they aren’t telling us about yet.”

      “It’s because of what happened,” Sam said. “They are preparing us.”

      And it meant that the instructors were more concerned about another attack.

      He went on to mathematics and found a more aggressive approach to augmenting and adding applied mathematical duplicate power to the arcane arts than he had before. From there, botany offered him various poisons, dangerous compounds, and the counters to them, along with mixing the arcane arts in that. By the time he reached alchemy, he half expected Havash to go into various uses of the arcane arts and attack magic, but he continued to go on about his theoretical approach of using the power.

      At least that had some consistency.

      Sam ate dinner, looking at the others, and overheard conversations around him that suggested that even the upper-level classes had been somewhat similar.

      When he was done, he looked around the dining hall, watching for his sister. He needed to check on her. He hadn’t had an opportunity to speak to her in what seemed like an eternity, and given that his entire reason for being in the Academy was tied to her, he hated that he did not have that chance.

      She was getting up.

      Mia set her tray at the back of the room and headed out.

      Two other students were with her, but if Sam could get her alone…

      He slipped after her.

      They were heading toward the library.

      He followed and thought that maybe he could sit at her table, have an opportunity to chat with her, but the other two sharan students looked in his direction, frowning at him. Sam didn’t know either of them well, but neither of them was first-year students.

      What was Mia doing spending time with older students anyway?

      “Don’t you think you’ve done enough to the library?” One of the students with Mia asked.

      Sam thought that he had seen the young man before, recalling his name.

      Toby. He was friends with Gresham; he probably felt as if he needed to impress him.

      “I just wanted to see my handiwork,” Sam said.

      Toby snorted, sitting down beside Mia. He looked over to the other girl, and the two of them exchanged a knowing look.

      “I’m surprised they let you in here,” the girl said.

      Sam didn’t know her name. There were quite a few within the sharan tower that he didn’t know.

      “I’m surprised they let you in here, too, especially as I can’t believe that any sharan student really cares much about learning.”

      As soon as he said it, he saw the darkness flutter across Mia’s face, irritation that passed over her features. He felt bad and wished he’d said something else.

      She stared at him, and once again, it seemed as if she were trying to send him away.

      He couldn’t say anything to counter that.

      Instead, he turned away and heard one of them say Barlands boy.

      Hopefully, they didn’t learn about Mia.

      As he started away, he heard her speak, though, and he froze.

      “I can’t believe that he would’ve destroyed the library,” she said.

      “And then to try to blame the Nighlan,” the girl said.

      They all started laughing.

      Sam stepped out of the library, breathing slowly, trying to ignore the frustration bubbling within him. He needed to go to Havash. He needed answers.

      Sam paced in front of Havash’s room, scanning the length of the hallway. Every so often, he could swear he heard movement, though there was nothing, and he knew there wouldn’t be. Once again, he thought he saw movement out of the corner of his eye, a hint of deep green light that faded. It was just his imagination. Given what he’d gone through and what he’d seen, of course, he would start imagining alchemy light everywhere.

      “Samran,” a voice called out from behind.

      Sam turned to see Chasten coming toward him.

      Chasten was dressed in a heavy cloak, and it looked as if he had been out of the Academy. He touched the key, already beginning to feel the slight pulsing in his hand, and he realized that maybe there were questions that Chasten might be able to answer.

      But first, there was something else that Sam needed from him.

      “Have you seen Havash?” Sam asked.

      Chasten frowned at him. “I have not. Is everything all right?”

      Sam let out a long sigh, running his finger along the vrandal on his palm. “No, I don’t think it’s all right at all.” He looked up. “You are an alchemist.”

      Chasten nodded slowly. “I am.”

      “Do you know about alchemists fighting the Nighlan?”

      Chasten watched him for a moment and then touched him on the shoulder. “Come with me.”

      He guided Sam down into the alchemy tower, into the common area, and to the table, where he took a seat and motioned for Sam to join him.

      “Tell me what you saw.”

      “There was a man with a vrandal.” Sam watched Chasten’s face as he said it, which remained neutral. “His name was Daven. Do you recognize it?”

      “Should I?”

      “He’s an alchemist. And he’s with those defending alchemy from the Nighlan. I just thought you might be with them.”

      “I wasn’t a high-ranking alchemist,” Chasten said. He looked around. “There are secrets that were not revealed to those who were not a part of the heart of alchemy.”

      Sam sighed. “I went to get help from the Grandam, but—”

      “You went to the Grandam and not to Havash?”

      “Havash wasn’t there, so I found the Grandam instead,” he said. “I went with her out into the city to show her what happened, but she sent me away.”

      Chasten pressed his lips together. “This is a problem,” he said softly.

      “Why?”

      “We know they were after the almanac.”

      “That’s not what Daven thinks. At least, not what he thinks they might be after now. He doesn’t know.”

      “If they are defending alchemy from the Nighlan, then the almanac is the only way that the Nighlan can learn how to use it.”

      Not the only way, Sam thought, already starting to work through what he knew. He couldn’t help but feel like Havash’s interest in Sam trying to interpret the symbols for alchemy might be tied to something. And if that were the case, then was his attempt at trying to understand it going to be helpful to the Nighlan?

      He reached for the almanac, raising his hand along the surface.

      Chasten watched him. “I don’t know. When the others were killed, they took their secrets with them. We are all learning together.” He got to his feet and started out of the common area. “Wait here for Havash.”

      Sam was left alone. He sat there for a moment before heading over to the almanac. He flipped through the pages, scanning them as he did every time he came here. Sam focused on the patterns within the almanac. He didn’t see anything familiar to him, and certainly nothing that he thought he might be able to use, but as he stared at the book, he decided that he needed to try to see what he might learn. If he could activate aspects of the almanac, he might learn something.

      He focused, and then he triggered it.

      It took a moment, but then as he did, he pressed his hand down on top of one of the pages.

      He lifted his hand as he watched the symbols shifting.

      There was a pattern.

      He turned page after page, setting his hand down, using the vrandal to shift the symbols before raising it again.

      He felt a soft breeze as a door opened, and Havash stepped inside.

      “You disobeyed me,” Havash said.

      Sam straightened. He hadn’t expected it to start quite like this, but perhaps Havash had no intention of delaying the confrontation.

      “I wasn’t disobeying you. I did what I needed to do. There are answers out there. I know you want me to be safe because I hold the key, but I also need to have a chance to learn what they mean. If there is someone here who can help me, shouldn’t I go to them?”

      Havash regarded him for a long moment. His mouth pressed tight into a line, and the corners of his eyes twitched. Sam had seen that reaction from him before when he was angry, and though he didn’t want Havash’s anger turned at him again, he wasn’t going to flinch from it.

      Finally, Havash sighed. “Chasten told me what you encountered.”

      Sam nodded. “I haven’t gone back to the Grandam to see what she might’ve found, but there has to be something.”

      “I’m sure there is,” Havash said. He pressed his lips together and studied him.

      “He knew you, the man I met. He said he did, anyway. He didn’t think you could teach me how to use this,” he said.

      Havash leaned back. “Perhaps not as well as I would’ve liked. I’ve been trying to gain as much understanding of it as I can, but unfortunately, there are limits to my ability. As you have undoubtedly learned, I’m not a true alchemist. I am a master of the arcane arts. A true master.” He said it with no hint of arrogance. “But I decided that my time might be best served outside of the Academy, especially as I discovered there was something more taking place. The Council did not want to confront the danger of the Nighlan, and this despite many suggesting that they needed to pay close attention to it.” He took a deep breath. “Mostly the alchemists. When I followed that thread, I realize that they might be the only ones who truly understood the danger. And so I went looking for answers.”

      “You don’t want to use the key and the almanac?”

      “Oh, I can’t deny an interest and curiosity and whether or not I might be capable of understanding the true power of the almanac, but as I’m not an alchemist,” he said, looking at Sam with a strange intensity in his eyes, “I will be unlikely to do so.”

      “I’ve seen alchemy.”

      “I’m sure you have.”

      “I don’t really understand it.”

      “Perhaps that is something that we must rectify. What do you see when you look at this?” Havash asked as he held up one of the items on the desk. It was a circular piece of stone, though it appeared to have a band of metal around it. Other symbols marked the sides. He handed it over to Sam.

      Sam examined the heavy object, suspecting that the weight came from the stone. The narrow metal band wrapped around it, cool along the surface.

      “Nothing,” Sam said finally. “What should I see from it?”

      “This is an early use of alchemy. You can obviously identify the stone and the metal, two different forms of earth bound together. What you need to understand is the reason behind the binding and the way they’re tied together.”

      Sam held onto the stone, squeezing it in his hand for a moment before looking over to Havash. “I have seen different forms of alchemy in the books in the library.”

      “You have seen the edge of alchemy. That is what most who training in the Academy learn. Just the basic concepts. Very few truly understand real alchemy. Even I didn’t learn about it until I left the Academy recently and pursue something else. A different kind of knowledge.” Havash looked down at the almanac. “You may not have any connection to the arcane arts, but you are bonded to the key. We must try to understand why.” He looked up, holding Sam’s gaze. “And we must understand what else they might be after. Perhaps other items of alchemy.”

      “What about the other items?” Sam asked.

      Havash handed him a long, slender cylinder. It looked to be made of metal, but it was incredibly light. Sam rolled it in his hand, turning it from side to side.

      “This is another construct,” Havash said. “You will notice that it’s different than the others.”

      Sam nodded. “What is it made of?”

      “What would you think it’s made of?”

      He shrugged. Sam hefted the device, tracing his fingers along the surface of it. “It’s a type of steel, though the silver is quite wrong for it. It’s a little too dull to be simple steel. I suppose it might be a mixture of…” He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to think of the various options, before shaking his head. “I don’t know. The answers are in my mind, but I’m not coming up with them.”

      “There’s a difference between what you read and what you can experience.”

      “What does it do?”

      Havash smiled. “When used by someone like me, there is a distinct benefit to the power within it.” He took the cylinder back and held it up. He twisted his hand, moving his fingers, and power flowed from him into the cylinder. It surged with a flash of white light and then began to glow. “I am channeling the barest trickle of arcane arts into it. You see how the alchemy construct takes that power and concentrates it. This is the value of alchemy.”

      “Are these the kind of items that are used to defend the city?”

      “This, other artifacts that have been generated over the years by the true alchemists, and as much of those who are masters of the arcane arts as can be.” He smiled. “You do not need to fear. The city will be safe.” He nodded to the constructs. “Take those. See if you can’t learn any aspect of alchemy from what you can study with them. You already understand the key, so you might as well understand other parts of it now too.”

      Sam sighed and left the room. He stuffed the constructs into his pocket, heading through the halls. He hadn’t gone far before he decided to go up the stairs. He paused at the kitchen and glanced inside, where he saw Okun speaking with one of the other cooks. She was an older, gray-haired lady who was speaking quickly and waving her hands. It wasn’t a good time to interrupt Okun.

      Sam was hungry, but he thought his time would be better spent doing as Havash suggested and studying the constructs. He reached the main hall, where he knew there was an entrance to the hidden corridors. He heard the sound of footsteps behind him and turned to see the Grandam striding toward him.

      “Did you find—”

      She raised her hand, cutting him off. “Come with me, Samran,” she said firmly.

      She marched on, heading to the wide staircase leading to the second level of the Academy. He followed, glancing around for a moment before hurrying after her. When he got to the next level, she marched along the hallway until she reached her office.

      When he followed her into the room, she motioned for him to take a seat. It was a massive office, and a thick maroon carpet covered the floor. Shelves lined one wall, reminding him of Havash’s office. There were strange artifacts shoved into the shelves, and he suspected they were Alchemy constructs much like the ones in his pocket. Portraits hung on the walls near the ceiling, circling the entire office. Most of them depicted the previous Grandams, with faces that looked sternly down at him. Havash was one of them.

      “Did you find anything?” he asked.

      She sat at her desk, which was much cleaner than Havash’s. When she shifted in place, Sam thought something seemed off about her. “I nearly had him, but he got away,” she said with furrowed brows. “If it was Luthian, he had help, and I fear we now have someone in the Academy itself who threatens us.”

      They’d worried that might happen, but to hear the Grandam admit it…

      “I saw Luthian,” said Sam. “It was him.” He did not doubt who it’d been, and now Luthian had Daven. Whatever help Daven had called for hadn’t made a difference. He’d ended up captured and taken from the city.

      “Luthian should not have remained in the city,” she said. She sat up, resting her elbow on the table. “And the other…”

      “He was an alchemist.” He touched the vrandal, keeping it in his lap. He looked up at the Grandam but avoided meeting her eyes. “He told me he was.”

      “Told you?” She shook her head. “That could mean nothing, Samran. Many have claimed to be alchemists in the past, and considering the attack on the Academy, I would think you would be much more cautious with throwing around that term.” She frowned at him. “Why are you fidgeting?”

      Sam glanced down at his hand, realizing that he was playing with the vrandal. It was a nervous habit he’d developed, even though he knew he shouldn’t do it, especially around the Grandam. “I’m sorry.”

      “You really should allow me to help you with that,” she said.

      He shook his head. “Havash has been working with me.”

      She grunted. “I’m sure he has.” She flicked her gaze past him, and Sam turned. It seemed there was a figure waiting for her in the hall, but they disappeared when Sam turned toward them. As he looked back at her, she got to her feet. “Now that we have that resolved, it is time for you to return to your studies. I would caution you to be careful with them, but I suspect Havash has told you the same. Be diligent, Samran. The city and the Academy are in danger. It is only through those who will work with us that we will withstand it.”

      The Grandam stood up, motioned for him to follow suit, and left him. She hurried along the hall to a staircase that led up and away. Sam watched her go, and for a moment, he considered following her but decided against it. Instead, he needed to do as she and Havash suggested, to return to his studies. He needed to be prepared. The problem was that he had no idea whether he would learn enough—and quickly enough—to be of much help given the continued attacks on the city and the threat to the Academy.

      By the time he got into the Study Hall and found Tara, she was pacing in place. “You still want to go and see what happened.”

      “It’s probably already too late, but I want to know what you saw. We need to know what’s there, especially if you think this person can be helpful.”

      “He can be helpful,” Sam said.

      She watched him but didn’t say anything more. He sensed she didn’t believe him about Daven, though Sam thought that she understood. She didn’t know Daven, but it was more than that. Sam needed to have access to something more. The vrandal allowed that for him. Or it could.

      They headed through the Study Hall, then snuck to the door to the Academy and then out. Out in the night, he moved carefully through the garden. He watched for signs of power, hoping there wouldn’t be another attack. When they reached the gate, he slowed.

      “Do you think they’ll restrict access to the city?” Sam whispered.

      “I might know a way around it if they do,” she said.

      They passed a small gate, and she nodded to it before ushering them further along the wall. At one point, she had to sneak behind a row of shrubs, but when she did, she raised a finger to her lips to silence Sam.

      “Do I want to know how you found this?” He asked, leaning close and whispering to her.

      “Maps,” she said.

      She reached a section of the stone wall that looked slightly irregular, and then with the tracing of the arcane arts upon it, the wall started to slide away. She looked over to him, a triumphant expression in her eyes. “It’s not complicated angulation, but it is the kind that not many people bother to learn.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “What?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I’m just saying that it’s probably more complicated than you admit.”

      “I don’t think so, but thank you.”

      They stepped out of the door, which she then used her hint of angulation too close.

      “It’s like the Study Hall,” Sam said.

      “Exactly,” she said.

      “I have a feeling that the Study Hall is older.”

      “Because it is.”

      When he reached the hill leading up to the alley where he’d found Daven, he started to slow. He watched for signs of movement, but there were none. There was nothing here, no one out in the streets. No green or yellow, or white light filled the night.

      “What made you come all the way here?” Tara whispered.

      “I’d followed the light I saw.”

      “You were able to see it all the way up here?” She looked around the street. The hillside loomed in front of them, and the darkness made everything difficult to make out. “How were you able to see anything here? Were they following you to bring you here?”

      As Sam looked around him, he didn’t have an answer. How had he seen anything here? The greenish light had drawn him, but had something else guided him here? He pointedly ignored some of those thoughts as he reached the alley. When they approached the point along the wall where he knew the barrier to be, he paused. Something felt different.

      Tara started to glow with a brighter light. With it, Sam could see the contours of the wall more clearly. She touched the wall, and there came a hint of a shimmer, nothing more than that but enough that he could tell something had shifted here.

      “What did you do?” he asked.

      “I used a connection to try and probe at the wall. Why?”

      “I saw something.” He looked along the rest of the alley. There wasn’t anyone here, though he hadn’t expected to find anyone, only the silence that greeted them. There were no other doors along the alley, and he couldn’t come up with a reason for the alley to exist. It led nowhere.

      Sam took her hand and pressed the vrandal against the barrier. When he stepped through, it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. Tara reacted, pushing out with power, casting a soft white glow over everything.

      “How did you find this place?” asked Tara, eyes wide as she looked around the room.

      “It was more that it found me.”

      She glanced over at him. “How did it find you?”

      He started to answer when he noticed the emptiness in the room. The chair was still where it had been, as was the bed, but the fallen attacker was gone. With the power that had blasted from him, he would’ve expected the man to still be here.

      Could Daven have been forced to return? No, Sam didn’t think Luthian would have gotten that information out of him. Even under the torment Ferand had inflicted, Daven hadn’t cracked.

      What about the other room? Sam led Tara to the barrier. They pressed through it slowly, almost as if they barely oozed their way to the other side. There was enough of a separation that it made it difficult for him to pass through. Only because he’d been here before and knew about the room on the other side was he able to cross over.

      “What is this place?” Tara asked.

      Sam looked around at an empty room. The lantern was gone.
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      Sam had several books on angulation in front of him, though only one of them was the actual assigned text. He kept it resting on the table while listening to Professor Clarice and tried not to lose track of the line of comments she was making. The other books were ones that she had assigned him in particular. Much as Tara had suggested, the professors had been more than happy to offer him additional assignments. He had skimmed them. Nothing he read had been altogether complicated, and most of them were still more basic than what he had already gone through in the library. He figured that if he could prove himself, maybe he could convince the instructors to help guide him toward ever more complicated books.

      Either that or Sam would have to find a way into the restricted section of the library again.

      “You’re fidgeting,” James whispered.

      “I’m not,” Sam said.

      “I can see you fidgeting. Look at you. You can’t even sit still. What is it?”

      “I’m just a little distracted.”

      James eyed the stack of books in front of Sam, shaking his head. “I can’t believe that you went looking for more. Most of us are simply trying to make sure that we understand the second and third tenet before getting into the testing. It’s not going to be as easy as it was for the very first test.”

      “My test was different than yours,” Sam whispered.

      “That’s right. You had to go on about zero tenet. I still don’t know that I understand.”

      Sam stared straight ahead, watching as Professor Clarice droned on about different styles of angulation. He had hoped that he might find clues in the books that she offered him on how angulation patterns could be visible or whether there was anything in the specific patterns that might be useful but had not found anything.

      “It’s all about belief. It’s a basic tenet, probably too basic for us to be focusing on here. It’s more for those who haven’t gained any access to the arcane arts yet.”

      “I get that,” James said. “It’s about believing that you can use the arcane arts. Anybody who is here in the Academy has that belief. We wouldn’t be here without it.”

      “Right,” Sam said.

      He wasn’t sure what else to say.

      Even though it should be straightforward, Sam and found himself looking into the zero tenet more than he had expected. He understood the concepts, much like he understood the reasoning behind it and the purpose.

      Which was all the more reason for him to try to master what he could of that tenet. It was tied to him struggling to understand whether there might be something that he could learn about the arcane arts. If he could find some truth within it, some way of believing that he had the means of accessing the arcane arts, maybe he could use that.

      Or perhaps not. Belief was the central feature of the zero tenet. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the necessary belief when it came to that.

      When the class was over, he motioned for James to go on ahead. He made his way up to Professor Clarice and handed her the books he borrowed from her. She frowned at him for a moment before looking at the stack of books.

      “Are you done with these already, Mr. Bilson?”

      “I am, professor. I was hoping that maybe you would have something more advanced that I could read.”

      She smiled at him, though he wasn’t sure if it was a placating smile or if she was pleased with him. “I might be able to find something more advanced. It will take some time, though. As you undoubtedly know, the library has become difficult for anyone to have adequate access to.”

      “Normally, I would go to the library, as well,” Sam admitted. “Mostly so that I could find different volumes that would support my studies, but with the library being as disrupted as it has been, I haven’t had the same opportunity.”

      She waved her hand. “Of course. I will see what I can find for you. Perhaps it’s time for us to begin working on how you apply angulation. Normally I would suggest waiting until you were later in the year, but seeing as how you have demonstrated such potential early on, I wonder if perhaps it is unnecessary for you to take so much time.”

      Sam tried to ignore the sudden pounding of his chest. “I am not sure that is necessary.”

      “Nonsense, Mr. Bilson. At a certain point, even someone from the Barlands must jump in and begin to push themselves. You have a brilliant mind, and we need to ensure the talent matches.”

      He just nodded.

      Here all he had hoped was to gather additional information rather than to put himself into the crosshairs of his instructors, but maybe that was all he had done.

      He forced a smile and then headed out of the classroom. He made his way toward his next class when he saw Mia.

      She was leaning against the wall, crying.

      He started toward her, his heart immediately going out for her, before catching himself.

      Mia didn’t want him there.

      One of the other sharan students crouched beside her. She was talking quietly to Mia, and Mia was wiping the tears from her face. She kept her gaze lowered, as if oblivious to the fact that she was crying out in the open.

      Someone bumped into him, and Sam looked up.

      Gresham.

      “Oh, look. It’s the Barlands boy. Maybe you should watch where you’re going.”

      Sam focused on the vrandal and the power that he could coerce out of it. He immediately began to focus on the pattern that he needed to activate it, ready to lash out at him.

      But not in front of Mia.

      There was no point in doing that, not if she could see him and not if it would somehow impact her.

      “If you want to rematch, I’m happy to provide you with one,” Sam said, keeping his voice low. “But I don’t think you want the shame of losing to a first-year student again, do you?”

      Gresham leaned close to him, lowering his voice. “You had better be careful, Barlands boy. I don’t think you understand what you have gotten yourself into here.”

      “What’s that? Some pompous ass who thinks that he is somebody special just because of who his father is?”

      He sputtered and leaned back. “Now, I definitely know you don’t have any idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.” He leaned toward Sam. “You won’t last very long here. I’m sure of it.”

      Sam turned away, ignoring him. It was the only thing that he could do.

      He pushed past Gresham, glanced over to Mia, locking gazes with her for just a moment and long enough for him to see her turn away from him. She didn’t want his help.

      Instead, he marched onto his next class, getting through the day, distraction overwhelming him.

      By the time evening and fallen, he was in no mood to go to the dining hall, so he snuck into the Study Hall, making his way down the alchemy section, and pulled out the almanac. He grabbed the stack of pages that he had taken notes on, and he started to prepare.

      His mind churned.

      Partly it was because Tara didn’t believe that Daven had been trying to help him but partly was because he didn’t feel comfortable just sitting around in the Academy doing nothing.

      It was tied to the key.

      It was tied to him.

      They were after something.

      It might be almanac, and it might just be the key, but Sam couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps there was something more.

      He rested his hand on the almanac, preparing to trigger it.

      As he did, there came a tingling in his palm. At first, it was slow, but it began to build, and he frowned to himself.

      The key had never tangled quite like that before.

      He leaned back, looking down at the vrandal, tracing his finger along the surface of it. He could feel the energy within it, but he could also feel something else.

      Maybe it was just his imagination, or perhaps there really was something to it. Either way, that tingling bothered him.

      At one point, he thought he felt a hint of wind whipping around him, and he looked up but didn’t see anybody coming through the Study Hall into the alchemy tower, nor did he see anybody coming through the main entrance. It was an imagined wind.

      He turned his attention back to the book. He attempted to trigger the vrandal again.

      It should be fairly straightforward. With what he’d learned, the connection was easy, or at least it seemed to be. But now…

      Something felt off.

      Tingling.

      He couldn’t shake that sensation. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was that ongoing irritation that came from the key and his inability to fully use it.

      He pressed it upon the almanac again.

      It seemed like it should be a fairly straightforward technique to use, which was tied to how he summoned the power from it, but lately, he found that the trigger was different. It wasn’t quite what he had expected.

      He focused on it, feeling the coolness to it. And he wondered if perhaps he had made a mistake was something with it.

      Sam had used this many times, and he generally had no trouble triggering it, but that was in a specific pattern, one that had been tied to how he attacked Ferand. This time, the key was meant for something else, only he wasn’t able to fully utilize it.

      He focused again, setting it down on the almanac. As he tried to replicate what he had done many times before, activating the key, he felt it tingle once more.

      It was strange.

      Daven had told him he needed to try to master the vrandal and the power that existed within it, but that wasn’t necessarily straightforward.

      He turned his hand, looking at the key, and suddenly heard a sound behind him.

      This time, he was sure that he heard something. He had no idea what it was nor why he would hear it. As he jerked around, the vrandal flew off his hand, clattering to the stone near him.

      Sam was too startled to do anything.

      He looked down at the ground where the vrandal rested. It was the first time it had completely come off his hand. Even when Luthian and Ferand had tried to remove it, the key hadn’t completely come off. Now his hand no longer tingled the way that it had, but Sam thought that might be even worse. It was better to have some sensation from the vrandal, even if it was the strange tingling he didn’t fully understand.

      He hurriedly grabbed off the ground, looking around to see who might have come down into the alchemy tower. There was no one. He slipped it back onto his hand. It started to tingle again. He remembered the words Ferand had said to him when he took the device. He had been convinced the vrandal would harm Sam.

      Could this be some delayed harm?

      Daven would have said something if that were that the case. He was convinced that all Sam needed was to learn to control it. He was growing increasingly confident with that, but not completely. At least not yet.

      As he looked at the vrandal, the tingling continued to build.

      If it wasn’t bonded to him, what could he offer the Academy? What reason was there for him to remain here?

      Maybe there wasn’t any.

      And that thought bothered him more than any other.

      He had a strange sense of loss.

      When it had first connected to him, he had been terrified of what he had done, but having the vrandal, and its connection to the almanac, had given him a purpose.

      Now what?

      The only thought that came to him was his need to find Tara.

      He slipped the vrandal off his hand for a moment, and the tingling began to ease.

      When he put it back on, the tingling immediately returned. Something had changed. It was no longer a part of his palm the way it had started to feel. Now it was something else.

      He pulled it off his hand, stuffed it into his pocket, and stared at the almanac.

      Without the key, what am I?
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      “What do you think changed?” Tara looked at the vrandal resting on the bed. The room was sparsely decorated, like most of those in the Academy. They had a bed, a desk, and some people had more decorations than others. Sam and Tara had stacks of books that very few others had. Sam had read all of the books available to him.

      The light caught it, making the metal seem dull and flat. Almost cold. In the time since the tingling had started, Sam hadn’t been able to put the vrandal on for any long periods of time. He’d tried, but each time that same tingling worked through him. It was more than he could bear, and he hated that he wasn’t able to tolerate it. Too much discomfort started in his hand—the kind of discomfort Ferand had warned him about, he thought.

      “I haven’t been able to figure it out. I’ve been trying to pull it off for so long that now that I can, I have no idea what has changed for me or for it. It worries me, though. Especially with the Nighlan attacking in the city, and what I saw happened to Daven.”

      She lifted the vrandal and twisted it in her hands. She’d done that a few times, holding it up to the light and examining it, even using arcane magic on it. Nothing seemed to make a difference. As much as she studied it, she didn’t find any answers. Not that he expected her to find anything.

      The vrandal was alchemy. That was what Daven had said. Sam needed an alchemist to help him understand what had happened, but even if Havash could tell him, would he help find a way to place it on Sam’s hand again? He didn’t know if Havash would.

      Tara slipped it onto her hand, and Sam waited. He didn’t know what she might experience but suspected there would be some pain. If it were anything like what he now went through, she would feel tingling like needles had been stuck into her palm. Then that sensation would intensify. In his case, the feeling continued to worsen to the point where he could barely stand it.

      “It’s unusual, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “What do you detect?” It was the first time she’d placed the vrandal on, so he wasn’t entirely certain what she might experience.

      “There’s no sense from it,” she said, locking eyes with him. “All the times we tried to take it off, nothing changed. Now with this tingling that you describe, it slips off easily.” She slid the vrandal from her hand and set it back on the bed.

      “You don’t feel any pain?”

      “There’s no pain. And I don’t feel anything like you do.” She took a deep breath and added, “Not that I’m saying you’re making up what you feel.”

      “I didn’t think you were.”

      “Why do you think it suddenly separated from you?”

      Sam shook his head. “If I had that answer, then I wouldn’t be questioning it.”

      “Maybe it’s to give you a chance to better understand the nature of what it is so that when you can wear it again, you’ll be ready for it.”

      He didn’t think that was how it worked but didn’t want to say that.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing. I can see from your face that it’s something. What is it?”

      Sam lifted the vrandal and pushed it back on his hand.

      “I never thought I’d be able to be so close to magic.” He said it softly, turning the vrandal in place in his hand and avoiding her eyes. It felt silly to hear the words come out of his mouth, though he’d admitted them before. Not to Tara, though. Maybe that was why it was so difficult.

      “You do know that it’s highly likely that you have some connection to the arcane arts. With everything that we’ve heard about alchemists, they all have some connection, however minor. You are just like that, even if you don’t believe it.” She arched a brow at him. “And you know that belief is a part of what is needed.”

      “You don’t need to go reminding me of the tenets.”

      “Don’t I? Sometimes, it feels like I do need to remind you of them. You often seem to forget that what you have studied is techniques for accessing the arcane arts. And you, of all people, should understand the key to it.”

      “I understand,” he said. “I just thought that I would have developed my connection by now if I had one. Besides, I don’t think either my parents had a connection to the arcane arts.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      Sam looked over to her. “How long have you known about your magic?”

      Tara shrugged. “I guess I’ve always known. My father and mother can both use the arcane arts, and they looked for the signs. Not everyone knows how to do that, though.”

      “And if neither of my parents had the arcane arts…”

      “That doesn’t mean they can’t have a child with magic. There are plenty of powerful magic users who come from those without any power of their own. It just makes it rarer. And those who are born to parents without any magic often don’t know what to look for.”

      “Mia had plenty of magic early on. I think they always knew she was going to have potential. It was more about getting the attention of the Academy.”

      “The Academy wants anyone who has the necessary skills.”

      “They do, but we’re out in Erstan. We’re far enough from the rest of Olway that it’s difficult to get the attention of anyone who might be able to identify what talents you have. And someone like Mia, with her natural gifts, would be rare.”

      Sam thought again about the conversation he’d had with the Grandam and how she described the use of magic. Mia would be a river. There would’ve been no way to stop her from developing her connection to magic. Had she shut it off, he suspected it would’ve come out regardless. He actually smiled at the thought.

      “I didn’t have anything quite like that, but the magic I did have seemed to come out of me regardless. When I saw my father doing something, I was able to recreate it quickly.”

      “Were you using complicated angulation early on?”

      “Not quite like that. My father was the one who tried to work with me.” She started to smile. “He was always the one to try to work with me. I suppose I miss him the most here. But it’s my mother who has driven me. She has shown me how powerful somebody with the arcane arts can be.”

      “I doubt you need somebody to prove that to you.”

      “Maybe not, but it isn’t always easy, and Tavran to be a woman with potential, especially one who intimidates those who don’t think that woman should have such potential.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about Gresham.”

      “Oh, but I do. He is far too well-connected for me to ignore him.” She took a deep breath. “I think that’s why it’s hard for him to acknowledge that you might be smarter than him. Being from the Barlands and all.”

      She stared at the bed for a while. “There was a time when I would have said that those from the Barlands are backward. Too much of trying to stay connected to the earth and less about understanding the magic.”

      “What changed?”

      “I met you.” She got to her feet and extended her hand. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?” Sam asked, taking her hand.

      “If you really want that thing back on your hand, we’re going to see if we can find you some help. You do want this to work again, don’t you?”

      They headed through the halls, not bothering with the Study Hall, and made their way to Havash’s room.

      “What is it, Samran?” Havash asked.

      “I…” He hesitated. There remained the concern that if he shared with Havash what had happened, the professor would want to take the vrandal from him. Even if he did, it was possible Havash wouldn’t be able to use it any more than Sam could.

      “Samran?”

      Sam shook his head. Chasten was looking at him with his pale blue eyes. A hint of a smile worked across his face as if he knew a secret.

      “Something happened,” Sam said, glancing over at the door where Tara stood. She nodded at him encouragingly, but he didn’t necessarily feel encouraged. He held his hand out, exposing his now bare palm.

      Havash frowned, studying him, then his eyes widened. “How did you remove it? Did you learn the necessary control?”

      Sam shook his head, though he was reassured that Havash was familiar enough with the vrandals to know that having control was required to remove them. He hadn’t known whether that was the case. Havash might have thought Sam would need to keep the vrandal on forever. For that matter, Sam had started to feel that way. Now, without it, he felt somewhat empty.

      “I was in the Alchemy section when my hand started to tingle. Then the device loosened.”

      Havash held his hand out. “I would like to see it.”

      There wasn’t anything for Sam to do but to show him. He reached into his pocket and pulled it out. Chasten stepped forward, grabbing it from Sam before handing it to Havash. The suddenness of the movement caught Sam off guard. Havash looked over at Chasten while twisting it in his hands. There was a soft glow from it, though it was faint. “What do you think?”

      “It would be unusual,” replied Chasten.

      “It would, but there could be no other explanation.”

      “Do you know what happened?” Sam asked.

      Havash ignored the question. A brief white light surged from him, and then he pressed it into the vrandal. The light flowed through it.

      “It refuses to make a connection to me,” Havash said as he held it up to the light, twisting it.

      Chasten nodded. “You are not alchemists. And I am not powerful enough.”

      They locked eyes for a moment. Finally, Chasten looked over to Sam.

      “Which begs a different question.”

      “Which was?” Sam asked.

      “It bonded to him immediately,” Chasten said, ignoring his question.

      “I’m aware.” Havash started to glow. There was a different sort of power that swept out from him as he did, swirling around him. It circled him and stretched outward before flowing into the vrandal. The lines of power radiating out from Havash were incredible.

      Tara moved toward Sam and took his hand, squeezing tightly. “I haven’t seen anything like that control before,” she whispered.

      “What’s he doing?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t really know.”

      “I’m trying to determine whether this has been altered in any way,” Havash answered. “The vrandal is a work of alchemy, and within some alchemy there is a level of the arcane. There should be no magic in the vrandal, though, which is what I’m trying to determine. If there is… ah. There.” He frowned, and the white light spilling out from him continued to twist, turning into a point of light that worked over the vrandal. “This is most unusual.” Havash flicked his gaze toward Chasten before turning back to Sam. “Tell me exactly what it was that you experienced when this occurred.”

      “There isn’t much to say. I was coming out of the room when my hand started to tingle. It came slowly, then started to hurt more. As it did, I found that the vrandal began to shift on my hand, then it moved. Finally, it fell off.” He took a deep breath. “Now, I can’t even keep it on for more than a few moments before it starts to hurt.”

      Havash looked over at him. “You can’t?”

      Sam shook his head. “Tara doesn’t detect it the way I do.”

      “She should not. The vrandal either will or will not bond. I have never heard of one separating like this before.”

      “It separated when Luthian attacked me,” Sam replied.

      Chasten leaned forward. “About that.”

      “What?”

      “Not now,” Havash said sharply.

      Chasten pressed his lips together as he frowned but said nothing.

      Lines of angulation poured out of Havash, turning, probing, and twisting. He could see it and understood the angulation he was using, even if he could not use it himself.

      “What else happened?” Havash asked without looking up. His jaw clenched in concentration, and a droplet of sweat formed on his brow.

      How much was this taking out of him?

      Sam glanced over at Tara and found her watching Havash intently.

      “Nothing else happened,” replied Sam.

      “What were you doing before it?” Chasten asked.

      Sam thought about what he’d been doing. He’d made copies of the pages from the book, but he’d done that enough not to think it’d be the reason for the sudden change. If not that, then what was it?

      “I was trying to focus and learn to use it.” He left out that he’d attempted Daven’s technique and failed.

      Havash lowered the vrandal and turned his attention to Sam, watching him for a moment. The white strands of power began to stream away from Havash and swirl around Sam. Tara gasped and held tightly to his hand as she started to glow.

      “Do not intervene, Ms. Stone,” Havash spoke harshly, and Tara released Sam’s hand.

      The lines of angulation probed from Havash, a faint tracing of patterns that began to work around him. When it struck him, it was like a wave of cold, like plunging into an ice bath.

      Sam sucked in a breath.

      The cold stayed with him, sweeping up from his feet, through his chest, and into his head. Pain surged. It was the pain he’d felt when trying to peel the vrandal free from his hand. He’d experienced it enough times that he could recognize it even without the vrandal. Only this time, the nature of the pain was different. There was an additional element of what he’d felt when the tingling started, the sense of needles plunging into his palm. This time, it seemed to be throughout his entire body.

      Sam let out a cry. Tara tried to reach him, but whatever Havash was doing made it so that she couldn’t get to him. He yelled out again.

      “You’re killing him!” Tara shouted.

      It was a faint, distant sound that reminded him of how he’d felt when Havash had tested Mia. What a strange irony. Now he was the one suffering, the one nearly dying, and Tara was trying to save him. Would she be punished the same way he’d been? He didn’t want her to suffer because of him. He wanted to protect her.

      “I’m not killing him.” This came from Havash and sounded closer to Sam, though it might’ve been the power swirling through him that made it seem that way.

      “I can feel what you’re doing.” Tara’s voice was more distant. Sam looked over at her. She glowed with bright white light and was trying to reach for him. Whatever it was that Havash was doing kept her away, separating the two of them. The look of horror on her face pained him more than anything that Havash was doing.

      “If you can feel what I’m doing, then follow it. Understand it.”

      With that, Havash turned toward him, and the power that flowed from him intensified. Sam cried out again. All he felt was pain. All he knew was the burning sensation of needles jabbing through his skin, through his entire being.

      He didn’t remember Mia suffering in this way. When she’d been tested, she’d appeared to have stopped breathing, but nothing suggested that she hurt. Not like this.

      His vision became a blinding white nothing. He tried to clear it but found he couldn’t move. Everything started to fade. As it did, he thought that this was too much like when Ferand had held him.

      Another thought drifted in. It was the same worry that he had went Havash had wanted Sam to try to interpret the symbols within the almanac.

      What if Havash did really want to have access to the alchemy found within?
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      The darkness parted slowly, and Sam started to come around. It was difficult, and his mind didn’t seem to work the way it should, and it almost seemed as if he could still feel the burning through him. Everything throbbed, which couldn’t be a good sign.

      He tried to think about what he’d felt and what had happened before he’d blacked out, but the only thing he could remember was the pain. It had been overwhelming, more than what he could tolerate. Tara had been there, trying to get to him and help, but Havash had held her back. The sense of power from the Alchemist had been immense and more than what Sam had seen before.

      He rolled over, trying to get a sense of where he was, but the room was dark.

      Pain flowed through him, and he groaned. When he sat up, he felt something strange. The vrandal was back on his hand.

      With the pain he’d experienced, he hadn’t paid any attention to the sensation of his hand. Could the burning he felt be related to that? He reached for it, and a voice called out of the darkness.

      “Don’t disrupt it just yet.”

      “Chasten?” Sam asked.

      “The connection is still forming, but it will take some time for it to set firmly. It would be best for you to leave the vrandal where it is.”

      “What happened?” He tried to shift where he was sitting, but it was difficult for him to do with the darkness.

      “Havash found the source of the influence.”

      “In the vrandal?”

      “Within you.” Chasten’s voice was closer, and Sam could almost feel him as he neared but still couldn’t see anything.

      “What was within me?”

      “When you were out in the city, they must have placed something on you that allowed them to twist your connection. Havash has never seen anything quite like it before. The touch was really quite subtle.”

      Sam took a deep breath. “Ferand wasn’t able to take the vrandal off of me before, but this time he managed to move it.” He had to resist the urge to touch the vrandal. He didn’t want to disrupt the connection. “He’s learned something in the time he was imprisoned.”

      “That is Havash’s concern as well.”

      They sat in silence for a moment. Sam tried to look around him but couldn’t see anything. He could only detect the sound of Chasten breathing. He took a deep breath. Something smelled strange, though he wasn’t quite sure what it was.

      “Where am I?”

      “You are in the infirmary, Sam,” Chasten said softly.

      “Why is it so dark?”

      Chasten pressed closer. Sam was aware of his sense, the physical pressure of the man as he neared. Sam wanted to move away, but without seeing anything, there wasn’t any place he could go.

      “It’s not dark, Samran.”

      Sam frowned. “It’s dark. I can hear you, but I can’t see you.”

      The pressure coming from Chasten faded. “I thought you might be able to see something as I moved closer, but it seems as if not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a lantern by your feet. The room is perfectly bright.”

      “Why can’t I see then?”

      “I suspect it has something to do with what Havash had to do to separate the influence from you. Hopefully, it will be fleeting.”

      There was something in the way he said it that left Sam wondering if Chasten believed it. “What did he have to do?”

      “It was powerful arcane arts, far more complicated than what I am capable of doing.” Sam could almost imagine Chasten smiling. “I am a simple alchemist.”

      “Not simple,” Sam said.

      “Perhaps not simple, but I do not have the complicated arcane arts that Havash is capable of forming. And as far as we can tell, what he did for you was effective. Whatever influence was there is now gone. Now we must wait and see if the vrandal sets again. As it chose you, bonding to you, we both agreed that it needed to be sent to you.”

      The pressure on the bed shifted as Chasten stood.

      “Why would he want it to connect with me again?”

      “The vrandal is alchemy, Samran.”

      “I understand that.”

      “When it comes to alchemy, the nature of the way items function is different. There is power in some and not in others. It’s the same with people. There is power in some and not in others.”

      “Do you think I have arcane arts?”

      At this point, there was no point in hiding his weakness from Chasten. He doubted Havash had hidden anything from him.

      “You have a connection to the vrandal. That is what matters.”

      “What does that mean?”

      There was no answer. He waited until he realized that Chasten had left.

      Sam was alone in the dark. Would his eyesight return? If it didn’t, he wouldn’t be of much use to Tara as he tried to read the book. Without that connection, would she even want to continue working with him? Would Havash be willing to keep him around?

      It was more than that, though. Without his sight, how was he going to help keep Ferand and the Nighlan from attacking? He had a role to play in it—Havash had said as much. Sam couldn’t imagine living without his eyesight. He would adjust, like the injured people he encountered while working with Arne. He knew that everyone adapted, but this wasn’t something he wanted to have to adapt to. Why couldn’t they just heal him with arcane magic?

      Sam tried to move into a more comfortable position on the bed, which he found more challenging now. He closed his eyes for a moment, but there was still nothing but darkness around him when he opened them again. He wouldn’t be able to stay in the Academy like this. Without his vision, he could offer Havash nothing as an apprentice or even as a servant.

      Sam touched the vrandal, despite the warning. Chasten claimed he’d bonded to it again, though Sam didn’t know if that was true or not. He didn’t feel the same as he had about the vrandal when it’d been on his hand before. The memory of how his hand had tingled remained within him, the sense of the damaged vrandal sliding off.

      He wanted to keep the connection between him and the vrandal, a thought that had intruded when Daven had talked about emotion and how he’d felt about the vrandal. The power of the vrandal—the Alchemy, as Chasten and Havash called it—was something a person like him would never expect to be able to use, let alone control.

      Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes, resting his hand on the vrandal. He didn’t try to move it but instead simply held his hand above it and felt its warmth. Some of that came from Sam, but some seemed to come up through the vrandal itself and press outward. The device had always had a strange sense to it, but had it been warm? He couldn’t remember. He thought of the smoothness of the surface. The pressure on his palm. The occasional constriction around his fingers as the device took hold of him. All were sensations he’d detected with it before, but nothing more than that.

      Now there was the warmth. That likely had to do with what had happened to him—and possibly to the vrandal. Perhaps Havash had done something, triggering it in a way that allowed him to be able to bond once again to the device. This warmth was new to him, though.

      If he could only feel it squeeze around his fingers again. Sam thought to when he’d first felt that pressure on him. He’d been afraid. How could he not be when he had a strange device stuck to his hand? Then there was the constriction, which left him thinking that perhaps Ferand’s mocking warning had been right.

      “How are you?”

      Sam turned toward Tara’s voice. He hadn’t heard her come in, too caught up in his thoughts about the vrandal. “Blind, apparently.”

      “Havash thinks you’ll recover.”

      “Does he?”

      Tara inhaled softly. She moved close enough to him that Sam could feel the warmth radiating from her. “He doesn’t know for sure, but he thinks you’ll recover.”

      It was the same as what Chasten had told him. “What about you?”

      “If Havash thinks—”

      “I want to know what you think.”

      “I don’t know. He used a complicated angulation on you.”

      “More complicated than you can use?” Sam wished he could see her face so he could know how she reacted, but all he could sense was movement in the darkness. There was none from Tara, and though she was near him, she didn’t sit. She remained a step away from him. Nervous, he figured.

      “It was like nothing I’ve ever seen. I’ve been around the Grandam when she uses the arcane arts. This was different. It reminds me of the way the book has us use power.”

      That wasn’t all that surprising to him. Havash had the book in his possession, even if he didn’t have a key for it. From what Sam had been able to determine, he didn’t think Havash had been able to read anything in it prior to wearing the vrandal.

      “Then he’s had a way of reading the book all along and has been hiding it from us. How long have I been here?” he asked.

      “It’s been a few days.”

      Sam sat up. “Days?” He had thought a few hours at most. Knowing what he did about the nature of arcane magic, he would’ve expected Havash to heal him quickly enough that he’d need to rest, but nothing else. He still ached from the ordeal. A few days should’ve taken that pain away by now. “How could it have been so long?”

      “Havash used a considerable power on you, Sam. It takes time to recover from that.”

      He sighed. If it had been this long already, he was less likely to come around from it. A few days and he still couldn’t see anything. His vision was nothing but black. Even the vrandal didn’t feel nearly as secure as it should be. He didn’t think the bond Havash hoped to form on him would hold.

      “Sam—”

      “It’s okay. I understand.”

      “I can see that you’re not okay.”

      He lowered his head. “I wish I could.”

      “That’s not what I meant. It was a poor choice of words.”

      Sam ran his hand along the vrandal. “You don’t have to stay here. I’m sure you have other things you need to be doing. Classes and those sorts of things.”

      “I’ve gone to my classes for the day. I want to be here with you. You don’t have to worry about your classes. Havash made sure your instructors knew that you’re sick, so you are excused. I don’t think you have to even worry about missing anything. You’re so far ahead that it doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m only so far had with what I’ve read, but not with what I can do,” Sam said.

      “Sam…”

      She pressed close enough to him that he could feel the warmth emanating from her even more. There was something else, though he wasn’t sure what it was. Almost a tingling sensation came from her, as if it were trying to wash along his skin.

      “I can’t learn what I need to learn like this. I don’t have that much time left the Academy.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “But I do,” Sam said. And as he said it, he realized that was the truth. He did believe that he only had a little bit of time left in the Academy. When that time was up, he would be forced to leave, and he wanted to take full advantage of all of the time he had in the Academy. He wouldn’t be able to do that this way.

      She punched him again. “You can be pretty dumb for a smart guy.”

      Tara sat unmoving. Sam was aware of her weight on the bed and could feel the warmth coming from her, along with that other sense—that tingling.

      “Are you using arcane arts?” he asked.

      “Can you see it?”

      Sam pointed to his eyes. “Can’t see anything, remember?”

      “Then how did you know?”

      “I can feel something. It’s like an energy, though I don’t know how to fully describe it. It’s…” Sam tried to focus on what he could detect, but there wasn’t much. The sense of it was there. That energy. That power. As he held onto his awareness of it, the sense began to increase within his mind.

      It wasn’t just the tingling. There was something more to it. Warmth. Was that what he felt from the vrandal?

      “I don’t know what it is, but it’s there.” He looked down, though he couldn’t see anything. More of what she’d said troubled him. If Havash and the others hadn’t found Daven, did that mean that he would have to search for him?

      “You’re thinking about Daven. From what I know, Havash and Chasten went looking for him but didn’t find anything. They had me show them the section of the city where you met him—”

      “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “There was an attack, and you were targeted. Havash has made that clear. I thought it was best if they knew everything so they’ll have a chance to help you however they can.”

      Sam took a deep breath. “Did they find anything?”

      “They don’t tell me anything.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments. “Have you tried to heal me?”

      “What?”

      “Have you tried?”

      “Sam, Havash is far more skilled than me. I won’t be to do anything he can’t. I’ve told you how impressive the magic he used was.”

      “You told me, but I also remember how you healed me when we were first attacked in the city. I just thought…”

      Tara took both of his hands. She was careful with the vrandal hand, cautious not to touch it. The sense of energy coming from her increased. The tingling started to press along his skin, leaving him fully aware of the surge in the way she used her power. That was a strange thing for him to suddenly be aware of. With Tara, and arcane magic, in particular, he’d been able to see it but had never really felt it unless someone had wanted him to.

      Warmth washed through him, the same warmth he felt through the vrandal. Sam breathed in, and that sense stayed with him. The warmth continued to swirl through him, sweeping from his feet all the way up to his head. He tried to brace for it, half expecting there to be a surge of pain, but there was none.

      “I don’t think there’s anything I can do,” Tara said.

      “Keep trying.”

      “I’ve used all the different healing techniques I know. If you were able to see, you’d know just how much I’ve put into this. There isn’t anything more I can do.” She leaned away from him, but the sense of warmth and the tingling remained. Whatever she had done—or was still doing—lingered, but his vision remained the same.

      “I guess it was too much to hope for,” he said.

      “It’s not too much. I understand why you’re hoping for something more, but I think you’ll have to ask Havash to keep trying for you. I’m… I’m not good enough for this.”

      He could hear the pain in her voice as she admitted that, and Sam wanted to tell her that she was good enough. It was him. Whatever had happened had been because of him. He’d been the target. It was his fault the vrandal didn’t stay bonded, and it was his fault that her arcane healing magic didn’t work on him. “It’s not you,” he said. “Havash has asked other angulation masters to help, but it hasn’t worked.”

      “I feel like it is. That’s why Havash can—”

      “What can Havash do?” a voice interrupted.

      Sam looked toward the sound of the voice, hating that he could be surprised as often as he was. “She was trying to heal me.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Why do you both keep talking about sight when I have none?”

      Havash stopped in front of him. Sam was aware of it through the pressure on his senses but not in any other way. The tingling he’d detected from Tara began to come from Havash, and then the warmth he’d felt from her earlier swept through him, this time from Havash.

      “You speak as if you’re a man who’s known the darkness his entire life,” Havash said. The warmth pressed into Sam, who could almost feel what Havash was doing, though not entirely. “You have been without sight for only a few days. If you recover, you will have no lasting effects.” Havash sniffed. “Did you detect the difficulty, Ms. Stone?”

      “There’s something within him I can’t heal.”

      “Very good. Have you felt it before?”

      She squeezed Sam’s hands. “When we were attacked. It was there then, but that wasn’t the injury I needed to focus on. He’d broken his leg, and if I did nothing for that…”

      “You were able to restore a broken leg while under attack?” Havash asked.

      “It wasn’t my best work.”

      He could hear Havash chuckle softly. “I’m sure it was not, but that’s still impressive.” He paused. “Watch what I do here and see if you can repeat it.”

      Tara squeezed Sam’s hands and released them. The tingling returned. This time, it was more like what he’d felt when the vrandal had stopped working for him. With the similarities, he had to believe that whatever had taken away his ability to use the vrandal had been magic. Could Havash determine who’d used it? He believed it’d been Luthian, and if that were the case, then there might not be anything more that could be done for him.

      Warmth swept through him, working its way through his head, then down through his body. It was a different sensation than what he’d detected before, though still potent. When the warmth started to fade, there came another wave, this time from Tara.

      Each time he felt it seemed stronger than the last. It was becoming increasingly easy to pick up on what was happening around him. Sam had known it would. People adjusted to injuries, which he’d seen often enough to know it could and would happen. If he remained blind, he knew he’d eventually come to terms with it, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to know if something more could be done. Having Havash and Tara working on him might be the key to recovery.

      The warmth faded, and Tara took a deep breath. “That’s a different use of healing than I’ve done before. Where did you learn it?”

      “I’ve studied for many years, Ms. Stone.” Havash moved closer and rested his hand on Sam’s head. Sam was too startled to move. “I am not certain as to the source of the blockage inside him. There’s no further influence, as far as I can tell, but something remains within him.”

      “I felt it more strongly this time.”

      “Good. Then you can continue to pick at it.”

      “Pick at it?” Sam asked. “That doesn’t sound very good.”

      “We need to understand the reason you’ve not been completely restored,” replied Havash. “I think that when we do, you will have both your sight and your connection to the vrandal returned to you.”

      There was a soft sound of footsteps, and then Havash was gone.

      Tara squeezed his hands. “I’m going to keep trying.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Would you stop being like that? I want to. Besides, there’s something strange about this. I think I should be able to figure it out.”

      “Great.”

      “What’s that?”

      Sam grunted. “I get the sense that I’m now your project.”

      “You might be.”
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      Sam paced blindly inside the room. He knew the dimensions well and no longer smacked into the walls. There were ten paces one way and fifteen the other.

      At one point, the door came open, and he smelled a hint of pine, a distinct and different scent than he had notice from any of the other people who had come into visit him.

      “Sam?”

      Sam hurried over to his bed, taking a seat. “You can come in, James,” he said.

      He crawled into his bed, lying back, needing to try to conceal his illness. As far as James knew, he was merely sick, nothing more than that.

      “You aren’t here. Tara said that you had been sick, but it’s been a few days, no one has heard anything from you, so the rumors had started to spread.”

      Sam snorted, and he stared straight up, not wanting James to have any cues to think that he couldn’t see. “I’m sure they have.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t really know. I hit my head,” he said. “I was trying to get into the library to read, and I tripped.”

      “You tried breaking into the library?” James started to laugh. “I’m sorry, Sam, I shouldn’t belittle your plight. It’s just that is a very Sam-like thing to do.”

      Sam made a show of grabbing for his head. “It hurts, and the different attempts to try to calm the pain haven’t been fully effective.”

      “I suppose if we still had alchemists here, they could use that on you, but…”

      Sam smiled tightly. “I know.”

      “It’s not the same without you in class.”

      “That’s nice of you to say.”

      “Well, it’s true. It’s like we’ve all lost a student from our year. I know we will eventually lose some students. It happens every year. I wasn’t ready for it.”

      Sam practically felt James’s gaze upon him.

      “I will be better soon enough,” he said.

      “You had better. We don’t have too much time for our next exams. These aren’t the big ones, so I doubt it will be too hard for you to catch up. If anyone can do it, it would be you.”

      “I don’t know. It depends on what they’ve been teaching.”

      “Still the same,” James said. “At least, it’s the same as it had been before you got sick. Different than usual. Better in some ways.”

      Sam resisted the urge to tell him that it was only better because they were trying to learn how to defend themselves against the dangerous attack, but he decided against that.

      “How is Lacey?”

      “Well, she has been spending more time with her friends, and to be honest, I don’t know if it’s going to work.”

      Sam chuckled. “You have time.”

      “I know. And ever since we’ve been stuck indoors, the olwand students have been spending more time around us. There is a second-year student who I have my eye on.”

      “Going for an older woman, huh?”

      “I figured you did, so I might as well.”

      “Except Tara and I are the same age.”

      “Well, Lindsay and I are, too. I got admitted late, remember.”

      “That’s right. So did I.”

      They chatted for a while longer, and it was comfortable. But when James finally left, it left Sam in silence, and then he began to feel sorry for himself once more.

      He knew that he shouldn’t, and he knew that there was no point in him getting worked up about what could be or what should be, but it was still the strangeness with what had happened to him.

      Tara had brought him out of the room a few times, but climbing the stairs had been too difficult. He didn’t trust himself. When he’d tried to climb them, he’d nearly fallen. Then coming back down, he had fallen. Tara had healed him of another break, this time to his wrist.

      Most of the time, he remained in his room or paced in the hall outside of it. They never encountered anyone else out in the hall, at least that he’d been aware of. Nothing had changed for him. He kept hoping that a little of his vision would return, even if it were nothing more than the outlines of shapes, but so far, there had been nothing. Darkness had become his friend. What was worse, he couldn’t read or observe the classes where he’d begun learning more about arcane magic—none of the ways he’d passed the time.

      In the week since the blinding incident, he had begun to notice different things than before. It was in the changing pressure of the air. It was in the sounds of Tara’s soft footsteps, Havash’s slightly heavier ones, and Chasten’s shuffle. It was in the smell of food. Most of the time, his meals were brought by someone he knew. Occasionally they would send kitchen staff, who provided him with better food than he’d eaten before.

      There were other sounds too. When he lay awake at night with only the darkness for company, he could hear something breathing. When he’d first heard it, Sam had thought it was his imagination. Then he’d convinced himself that he heard someone else in the room with him. Over time, he realized the breathing was too slow and regular to be either. It was there, but it seemed to come from the building itself. It wasn’t until he stood in the hall, feeling the sense of air moving through, that he began to understand. The Academy itself seemed to breathe. That was strange to recognize, but he could feel it.

      Pulling the door to his room open, Sam stood in the hallway. The first step was always the most difficult for him, mostly because he waited and wondered if anything else was there. Not that he thought there would be, but he wanted to know if he might find someone.

      Air gently touched his cheeks, and Sam focused on the way it moved. It came from up the stairs, sweeping along the hall and pressing into his room. There was a rhythmic nature to it, which made it seem as if everything in the Academy breathed. That rhythm drew to him, calling him. It was often interrupted by what Sam suspected was movement from above, though he wasn’t able to confirm it.

      He headed toward the end of the hall and paused when he reached it. The wall blocked him from going anywhere else. As he wandered in the hall, he felt a soft breeze.

      There was something familiar about it, along with the smell, that from the alchemy tower.

      He felt his way along the hall, pausing where he smelled.

      There was a small grate. That meant he would have to be close to the Study Hall.

      He fumbled along the wall, moving his hands until he found the trigger.

      He stepped inside and paused.

      Sam turned back and noticed that the breathing in the hall had shifted. He stood fixed in place, focusing on what he could feel of it. It was a steady sense of the wind moving, but there was a part of it that seemed to have stopped. Why though? Something must have disrupted it.

      He’d lost track of time, as he often did, and didn’t know if it was late enough in the day for him to expect Tara to be there. He didn’t think so since he’d been pacing for only a short while—not long enough for him to have noticed anything more. If it wasn’t her, then who could it be?

      Sam approached cautiously, focusing on what he could feel around him. Each step was slow and careful as he neared the door. This was another thing he’d begun to detect since becoming blind. He could sense the walls near him, almost as if he could feel pressure from them. He didn’t need to hold his hands out to guide himself through the hall the way he once had. Some of that was a familiarity with the area, and some was the soft breath of wind.

      He paused at the door. “Hello?”

      His voice was loud in his ears, though it could’ve been because he was so accustomed to the quiet. Usually, when Tara visited, it took a few moments before he adjusted to speaking to someone again. She always seemed to shout.

      There was no answer. He could feel that the sense of his room was off, which was odd to him. For one, there was the strangeness that came from the interruption to the wind. That was subtle but enough for him to notice. More than that, though, he could feel the pressure of the walls in his room. That felt off as well.

      “I can’t see anything, so if you’re there…”

      “Samran.”

      The voice was soft, but he recognized it. “Grandam? Is there anything I can help you with?”

      Sam wished he could tell where she was. She was near him—at least near enough that he could feel her in front of him. It surprised him that she would come to his room, of all places.

      When she didn’t say anything, he took a deep breath. He had been worried about the Nighlan attack in the city and what happened to Daven. It was even more than what he was worried about with himself, which felt strange to him.

      “I heard about your injury.”

      “Havash told you?”

      “He did.”

      “He thinks I should recover,” he said. It was difficult for him to put much confidence into the words. With each passing day of no change, he felt a failing sense of hope that he would ever recover enough to see. Sam was trying to find a way to adjust, even if that meant adjusting to a life without sight.

      The conversation he’d had with Tara came back to him, though he knew how she would react if she knew what he was thinking. Even if he could somehow stay in the Academy, without having any way of reading, would he have a place here? His advantage was his mind, and he needed to be able to see to utilize what he could.

      “Indeed. That is why I have come.”

      “You want to try to help?”

      “Given what you did to protect the Academy, I think you’ve earned that.”

      Sam didn’t know what to say. He’d never had the sense that the Grandam had been particularly fond of him, though much of that came from how he thought she felt about Havash. He suspected it bothered her that Havash had returned to the Academy since he’d once been the Grandam. Still, he hadn’t seen Havash do anything that would undermine her.

      “Havash has tried to heal me, but there’s something that makes it difficult for him.”

      “Is that right?”

      Sam felt a surge of movement nearby and realized that she was closer than he’d known. He would have to get better at detecting people. He didn’t like the surprise, and this was something he could work on with Tara.

      “Let me see if there’s anything I can do,” she said as she grabbed his hands.

      He tensed. When Havash had tried healing him, he’d done so without touch. Tara had, though Sam didn’t know if that was out of necessity or because of whatever they had between them.

      “This device is quite surprising,” the Grandam murmured.

      Her voice was soft. Distant. The tingling sense coming off of her began to work through him, starting near the vrandal and adding a hint of warmth with it. Sam braced himself, not certain if there would be any pain associated with her healing. What he’d felt from Havash and Tara had been uncomfortable at times, though without pain, but he still wanted to be prepared for the possibility.

      The tingling and warmth were unpleasant, and Sam tried to ignore them. The Grandam gripped his hands tightly. The vrandal didn’t move, though in the last few days, it had seemed more solid than he’d thought when he’d first come around. At that time, he’d assumed that he’d eventually lose the connection again, but that didn’t seem to be the case now. The vrandal held firm.

      Now when the Grandam pulled on it, he could feel pressure from within the arcane magic she used. It rolled up his arms and through him. There was power. The tingling. The vibration and warmth.

      There was pain.

      Sam tried to pull away, but the Grandam held onto him. “Only a little more. I think I detect what Havash mentioned,” she said.

      “It hurts.”

      “There can be pain with healing. It’s a matter of accepting the pain so you can move past it.”

      The feeling was similar to what he’d experienced when the vrandal had started to shift on his hand the first time.

      Sam pulled his hands away. “I’m sorry. It’s just that—”

      “I can help you, Samran, but not if you withdraw.”

      He wanted her help. He wanted the healing but didn’t think he could tolerate the pain. When Havash had worked on him, Sam hadn’t been able to withstand it. There’d been such an awful sense that made him pass out. Was that what the Grandam would put him through? But for him to recover his sight, wasn’t it worth the pain?

      Sam held his hands out again, and the Grandam took them. Hers were cool, which surprised him, given how much warmth he felt coming from her. She squeezed, though the squeeze wasn’t comforting like it was with Tara. There was a surge of hot pain, the sharp needles working through his hands and up to his arms.

      “Is it supposed to feel like you’re stabbing me with needles?” He could barely speak and struggled through gritted teeth.

      The Grandam squeezed again, and the sharpness intensified. Sam resisted the urge to pull away. If he did, she might choose not to try to help him, and he wanted her help. Havash was knowledgeable and powerful, but the Grandam would have a different kind of knowledge. If she knew something that could help him, then he wanted to take advantage of it.

      The pain flared in his arms. Now it moved beyond, spreading to his head. There was a flash of light.

      “I think—”

      The vrandal started to move.

      Was the healing separating him from the vrandal? Maybe that was part of the problem. He was trying to have both the vrandal and his eyesight. It was possible that he couldn’t. It was possible that he would have to choose between them. The reason he’d been blinded was because of the way Havash had bonded him to the vrandal again. For all he knew, there wouldn’t be any way for that to happen.

      The pain flared again, even worse this time. Another flash of light came. Sam reacted without thinking and jerked his hands free. The vrandal came with him, loose once more. He slipped it onto his hand, and it stayed.

      Sam sighed in relief. It surprised him to feel that way.

      “I was nearly there,” the Grandam said. “A little further, and I think I would have been able to remove the damage. Then you would be able to see.”

      “If you do it…” Sam didn’t want to admit what would happen. It seemed foolish, though Havash had healed him so he could restore the connection to the vrandal. It was that healing that had left him in the state he was in.

      “If I do it, then you should be able to see again, Mr. Bilson.”

      He squeezed his hand. It seemed as if the vrandal was staying more tightly bound to him now that the pressure of her healing had been removed.

      “I understand,” he said. “There has to be a different way, though.”

      The Grandam moved close enough that he could smell her. She had a floral fragrance that reminded him of the flowers in the garden. Here was the Grandam, offering him an opportunity to recover. How could he not take it? It was what he wanted. The healing was what he needed. A little more time and he thought he’d be able to see again. The pain would be a small price to pay for that.

      Sam raised his hands again, and there was a shift to the wind behind him. He turned, realizing he was standing at the door to his room.

      “What are you doing?” Tara asked as she approached. “Oh. Grandam.” There came a soft surge of energy from her, along with a warmth that swept through Sam and left him feeling refreshed.

      “I heard that Mr. Bilson suffered an injury,” said the Grandam. “I thought I would offer my assistance, considering everything he has done for the Academy.”

      The powerful pressure continued to build from Tara as if she wanted the Grandam to know what she was doing. “Havash and I have been working with Sam. There’s something locked in his mind, though we think we’re getting close to removing it.”

      “You, Ms. Stone? You should not be neglecting your studies.”

      “I’m not. My studies have been—”

      “You have testing soon, so I don’t expect to hear that you’ve let your focus sag from where it needs to be. Others can help Mr. Bilson, as you well know.”

      Sam would have had testing, as well.

      Maybe he still could.

      It all depends upon what Havash had told the other instructors and whether he had shared the truth of Sam’s illness.

      But he would have to figure it out quickly.

      Sam could feel the pressure shifting. The Grandam was leaving.

      “We will work on this another time, Mr. Bilson. I think you should rest.”

      The energy following her continued to shift, and Sam focused on it, trying to determine if he could detect anything else. There was a sense of power but nothing more as she headed along the hallway.

      “What was that about?” Sam asked when he could tell the Grandam was gone.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t care for the way she was looking at you.” Tara took his hand and guided him into his room, closing the door. There came a sense of energy, and he wondered what else she’d done.

      “How was she looking at me?”

      “It was strange, Sam. I’ve never known her to take any interest in healing anyone.”

      “It’s probably because I went to her when I found Luthian.”

      “Did she say anything about that?”

      “Nothing that helps. She didn’t find him.” Sam hadn’t expected that she would. Havash had been looking as well, and neither of them had found him. Worse, he suspected the Grandam was right and that Luthian was still in the city. It would fit with his brief experience with the man. He was after something, and it seemed as if it were something more than just Sam’s vrandal.

      He shook his hand. He could still feel the tingling where she’d been healing him. There had been flashes of light, enough that he believed she would be able to help him see again if only he’d been willing to endure the pain.

      “What happened?” Tara asked.

      Sam brought his hand up to his face. If only he could see it, or anything really. “It just hurts.”

      “Your hand?”

      He nodded. “The healing. There was a flash of light—”

      “There was?”

      “I thought it was going to work, but then it faded.”

      “Oh.”

      “The pain was like what it was when Havash attempted to heal me—more than what I could stand. I think if I’d been able to tolerate it a little bit longer, she would’ve been able to help.”

      “I’m sorry I interrupted.”

      Sam smiled. “You didn’t just interrupt. You used… something.” He wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that there was a surge of power within it.

      “I detected something strange when I came down the stairs. Then I saw the Grandam. I thought she was doing something to you, but maybe I’m wrong. Either way, it doesn’t matter.” She took his hands and led him to sit on the bed. “Should I see if I can do anything to heal you, or would you like to explore?”

      Sam snorted. “I think I’ve had about as much healing as I can tolerate today. It might be best to explore.”

      “Are you sure you’re up to it?”

      He squeezed her hands. “I know you and Havash and even the Grandam are doing what you can. I also know that it might not matter. This darkness might be permanent—”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know. But I do have to prepare for the possibility that it is. When I observed the minor alchemist in Erstan, I saw people who came into the shop with injuries frequently.” Well, as frequently as he could. Arne didn’t always care for Sam’s presence. “Most of them were minor, but there were a few that were more significant. There often wasn’t much that could be done for them other than to reassure them.”

      “Reassure them?”

      “Injuries heal over time. They might not get better, and the people that came in with those injuries might never be the same as they were, but they heal. The people heal.” He forced a smile he didn’t feel. “Even this will. Either it will get better, or I’ll get used to it. One way or another, I’ll recover.”

      Tara sat next to him on the bed silently. After a moment, he felt her move toward him. Sam wasn’t sure what she was doing until he felt her lips on his.

      After a second, she said, “I’m going to keep trying to find a way to help.”

      “I know.”

      “You will recover.”

      Sam smiled. This time it wasn’t forced. “I know.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “For you to heal me? I thought we agreed I had as much as I could tolerate today.”

      “For the rest. The exploration. Maybe you’re right and that getting you out of the room will do you good.”

      “In a moment,” he said.

      “What do you need to do before we go?”

      “Let’s try what you just did once more. I think it was helping.”

      “Oh, really.”

      “I started seeing something when you did.”

      She laughed softly and leaned toward him again. When she did, he was ready this time and kissed her back. A tingling washed over him. At first, he thought it came from her kiss, but then he started to wonder if it could be from something else. He tried to ignore it, but the tingling persisted in his hands and became more painful. Eventually, he pulled back and raised his hand, rubbing at it. The vrandal didn’t move, but he thought it might.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Sam shook his hand, trying to work feeling back into it. “Probably nothing.”

      “Probably, which means it might be something.”

      “It’s just my hand…”

      She pressed her hand to his. Warmth washed out from her, flowing through him and leaving him with a sense of the energy coming off of her. “Is that better?”

      He didn’t have the heart to tell her that it wasn’t. Not really. Instead, he forced a smile. “I think so. Why don’t we go explore? I found an access point near us, and I thought that maybe you could use that to wander the halls a little bit. What do you think about that?”

      As she took his hands and helped him to his feet, he tried to ignore the tingling sensation in his hand. It remained there, stronger than before, and there was a hint of pain within it. He tried to ignore the pain, but he worried it meant that not only was the blindness going to persist, but the bond with the vrandal would fail.
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      The hallway echoed with the sound of his footsteps. Sam tried to focus on them, thinking about the steady thud his feet made with every step. There also came a soft whisper of wind with each step, a gust he wouldn’t have been aware of were it not for his need to focus on everything near him.

      Other than him, the hall was empty. Tara had worked with him the last few days on navigating through the Study Hall. Sam had gotten better at exploring. There wouldn’t be anyone to watch as he stumbled, which made him more comfortable. There also wouldn’t be anyone to help if he were to get hurt, which was something he’d have to be careful with. If he slipped down any stairs—and within the hidden halls, some of them could be incredibly steep—he’d be alone. He kept his hands out, running them along the wall.

      Now that he’d been blinded, he was better able to navigate quietly. Any sound was amplified in his ears. He could hear the breath of the Academy, the same gentle whisper of air he detected in his room. It wasn’t nearly as strong as it was in other places, though that might be because of the grates providing ventilation along the hall. There wouldn’t be any place for the breath to get bottled up as it had other places.

      The hall led along the main part of the Academy. Sam had wanted to get out of the lower levels, up from the Alchemy section, if only to find out if there was anything more he might be able to hear. He found himself searching along a familiar corridor and realized he was heading toward the Grandam’s office. That wasn’t where he wanted to go.

      He wasn’t necessarily avoiding the Grandam—at least he didn’t think he was. If he came across her again, he suspected he’d have to come to terms with whatever felt right for him to do, whether that was allowing her to heal him or admitting he wanted to keep the vrandal.

      When he reached a section in the Study Hall that he knew to turn around, he tripped. He stumbled forward, and his hand fell toward what he knew to be a wall… and then he fell through it.

      Sam froze.

      He had reached out with the hand that had the vrandal.

      And he had pushed through something.

      Not a wall. He wouldn’t have been able to do that.

      Which meant there was some alchemy barrier in here.

      If only he could see.

      He got to his feet, pressing up against it, and he felt the solid barrier that was there.

      Then he pressed his hand up against it again.

      This time, he could feel something within the vrandal.

      The vrandal had been well connected to him the last few days. The tingling had eased, the pain little more than a memory. When he pressed on the vrandal, he found that it didn’t slide around on his hand the way it had when the pain was there. Thankfully.

      The barrier bulged, letting his hand slide through.

      It wasn’t the first time that he had managed to get through an alchemy barrier, but it was the first time that he had done so blind and while inside of the Study Hall.

      He smiled to himself.

      Sam withdrew his hand and turned back down the hall, slipping along a different pathway. After a while, there came a sense of movement, and he wondered if there was someone else in the tunnel. It was possible Tara had come looking for him. She would’ve known he wasn’t going to be out in the main part of the Academy, and if he weren’t in his room, then there wouldn’t be many other places he could be.

      When it became clear there was no one else in the hall with him, he started to slow. There was no point in hurrying. Since there was no one here, he could take his time and get to know the feel of the tunnel. For all he knew, he was within a part of the tunnels that would be more active, though he still didn’t hear anything.

      Sam rested. He’d been more fatigued recently, and exploration was tiring. Partly that came from how he had to remain attuned to everything around him. There was a sense of the wind, the walls, and even arcane magic coming from everywhere around him. All of it made him feel so exhausted. He did his best to tolerate that sense, but he often needed to sit and recover.

      As he sat, voices came from nearby. They were soft and pitched low, hidden from others. At first, Sam wondered if the voices came from within the tunnel. That would be rare, but he didn’t really know if he had accidentally wandered into the other part of the hallways. If he reached the Study Hall, they might realize his presence. He didn’t have a good reason for why he would be there.

      They didn’t seem to be coming from the tunnel, which meant they were on the other side of the wall. He hadn’t heard many other people while here. He stood and headed toward the grate, pressing his ear up to it so he could listen. Sam was careful not to push. Many of the grates were not fully secured and could be easily pushed out.

      “I know the answer is here somewhere,” a voice said.

      There was something familiar about it. Sam couldn’t quite tell why, as they spoke softly, which made it even harder to tell. His keen senses should allow him to hear better, but something about the voice bothered him.

      “We don’t have much time. They know we are here.”

      This voice was familiar.

      Too familiar. And it shouldn’t be in the Academy.

      Ferand.

      Sam was tempted to run and find Havash or the Grandam, but he didn’t dare. He needed to know with certainty.

      Ferand had returned to the Academy?

      That didn’t make any sense, especially knowing what dangers he had.

      And how was he moving so openly?

      “I have found a map that shows me a section here,” Darren went on. “This is where you will find the lock.”

      Sam frowned to himself. Not the almanac, then.

      Were they after an actual lock?

      “Once we find it, and it is freed…”

      There was a silence, and Sam couldn’t hear anything for a long moment.

      “Yes,” Ferand said. “The others are coming, but we must find this first. Only then will it be safe…”

      They trailed off, and he couldn’t hear anything more.

      Sam continued to listen, struggling, trying to hear what they were talking about, but the voices faded into faint whispers.

      He heard the sound of footsteps, and he followed them, worried about the source of it, but couldn’t find it.

      What were they after?

      They were running out of time, though, it sounded like, and soon there would be more Nighlan here.

      Once there were, the Academy would be in danger again.

      How much power did the Nighlan have? And how much danger could they cause?

      Sam feared lingering too long.

      He heard footsteps moving, shuffling, and he wished that he could see so that he could follow Ferand, but instead, he had to use what he could feel. He trailed after it but didn’t find anything more. There was no further talking.

      He waited, wondering if he’d learn anything more. A grinding noise indicated that the other person was coming into the wall. Sam hesitated only a moment, knowing he wouldn’t have much time. He hurried along the hall and reached a branch point. From here, he could duck into a different direction. He didn’t know where he was in the tunnel anymore but thought he could find his way back. For now, he’d have to listen to know if the person who’d entered the hidden hallway was coming in his direction.

      The soft grinding returned as the door slipped closed again. Sam stayed where he was, focusing on the sounds around him. There was no sense of the wind, nothing of the breath of the tunnel or of the Academy. He backed down the hallway. The longer he was here, the more likely whoever had entered the tunnel would discover him.

      The sound of quiet footsteps padded toward him. There was a sense of energy in the air. Magic. Something familiar about the arcane magic caught his attention. He’d felt it before. As he backed away, he tried not to think about the source of the arcane magic, only on the direction as it came toward him. He needed to be careful.

      A sinking thought came to him. The person in the hall might have already seen him. He knew there was more than enough light in these halls for him to be visible. Moving through this area would require him to stay ahead of the other person, but what if they knew he was here? He wouldn’t have any way of staying hidden.

      He was tempted to try to hurry, but he was careful. He needed to be as quiet as possible so that someone didn’t hear him.

      He neared a branch point in the tunnel, and he turned. He held his hand behind him to guide himself, feeling his way along the hall.

      Something squeezed upon him. It was like pressure.

      Sam paused for a moment. He had no idea what it was that he felt.

      He hesitated again. Just before he began moving, he felt the pressure again.

      This time, he thought that he understood.

      There was almost a warmth to it, one that reminded him of the white light of the arcane arts.

      Which meant somebody was using it near him.

      As he stood motionless, trying to debate what to do, something grabbed him.
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      Sam jerked on his arm. Someone clapped their hand over his mouth and leaned toward him. It was a familiar scent, that of pine and earth.

      “Move quietly,” Chasten whispered.

      Sam nodded, and the man guided him through the tunnel. Chasten released the hold over his mouth. Neither of them spoke. The pressure from the arcane magic behind him eased. The only thing he felt was Chasten gripping his arm.

      The tunnels veered, and Sam could sense familiar sections. He heard Chasten trigger the wall, which slid back with a soft grinding sound. When they stepped out, Sam knew they were on the old Alchemy side.

      He breathed in. The air held a hint of the smell from before. When Tara guided him through the tunnels, neither of them had come to the Alchemy section.

      “You look like you’ve just eaten a lemon,” Chasten said.

      Sam turned toward his voice, still attempting to slow his pounding heart. With each breath, it started to calm. “It’s just the smell here.”

      “Smell?”

      Sam turned in place, breathing in. There were parts of it that weren’t quite as bad as others. “When I started spending time here, I thought that I should clean the halls, but I hadn’t gotten very far. Not yet. And maybe that’s a good thing, so I had a warning.”

      “You know where you are?”

      “The alchemy section.”

      Chasten stepped closer to him. “Have you started to see again?”

      Sam shook his head. “It’s not about seeing. Not here, at least. The smell lingers. Not the way it was.” He didn’t know if he would’ve been able to tolerate the original smell. What remained was bad enough. “A little bit, though.”

      “I don’t detect anything,” Chasten said softly.

      “Nobody wants to talk about what happened here. The students speak in rumors, but that’s all they are, aren’t they?”

      “No one really knows.”

      “Why not?”

      “The alchemists had this section closed off. They would often seal it when they worked on something they considered dangerous. No one was allowed in.”

      “What were they working on?” Sam asked.

      “I wasn’t here, so I don’t know.”

      “What do you know?”

      Chasten sighed. “I came back to the Academy after the attack. I was working in the city, and when I learned there were no alchemists here, I gave my shop over to my assistants. We have to have alchemy in the Academy. I feel that even more strongly now.” Chasten moved closer to him. “What did you notice when you first started coming here?” he asked, ignoring Sam’s question.

      “Other than the smell?” Sam asked. Chasten laughed. “I’ve told you what happened. I told you about Ferand, and the key, and the multiple attacks. What else would have been here?”

      “Memories,” Chasten whispered.

      There was something about the way he said it that struck Sam. “What kind of memories?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Sam wondered what Chasten remembered about this place.

      “I heard Ferand,” Sam said, explaining what he’d heard.

      Chasten breathed out softly. “That’s who it was,” he whispered. “I felt something but didn’t know what it was. Where did you hear him?”

      “Back there. Before you grabbed me.”

      Sam should have said something as they made their way here, but he’d been distracted by the idea that the Grandam had been there.

      “Ferand wouldn’t be able to be in the Academy.”

      Sam had considered that. “Are there any ways of hiding himself? I’m just thinking of various techniques that somebody like him might’ve used. He has been learning. Especially with how he was able to shed to the power of the vrandal, so we know that he has been gaining insight.”

      Chasten was quiet for a moment. “I suppose he could.”

      “What were you doing there?” Sam asked. Chasten hadn’t explained himself, so Sam didn’t know why the other man would’ve known he was there.

      What reason did he have to be there?

      “I followed the sense I felt,” Chasten said.

      Sam realized that Chasten hadn’t just followed someone, he’d felt them. That was similar to what Sam had felt when it came to the person he’d detected. “Did you see who else was there?”

      “I didn’t see anything else there.”

      Sam frowned to himself. “I was sure there was someone there. I felt arcane arts. I’m sure of it. It was… familiar.” He understood how ridiculous that sounded, but it was how he felt. The sense of what he had detected had been familiar, and though he wasn’t sure why, he was sure that there had to be something to it.

      “Come with me,” Chasten said as he grabbed Sam’s arm and guided him forward through the hall.

      The smell began to fade, and when they reached the stairs, Chasten helped ease him along so he didn’t stumble. He thought Chasten might bring him to Havash’s room on this first level, but they kept going, climbing until they reached the main floor. They passed through the kitchen, the aromas almost more than he could bear, then they headed back to the infirmary. The stairs were familiar now.

      “You don’t have to bring me back here.”

      “I think I do,” Chasten said.

      “I can make it.”

      With Chasten knowing the hidden halls, Sam had to wonder why he hadn’t been led through the hidden tunnels all the way back. It would’ve been easier for him to do that rather than attempt to climb the stairs. Safer too.

      “You should be careful, Samran. There is danger in the Academy.”

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you. I know there’s danger.”

      “Wait here until I get a chance to speak to Havash.”

      Sam didn’t think he should argue. Chasten pushed open the door to the infirmary room he’d been staying in and nudged him inside. This wasn’t where he wanted to be, but he understood why Chasten wanted him to come back here. This would be the safest place for him.

      Taking a seat on his bed, he leaned his head back on the wall. He focused on what he’d detected. That had been Ferand, though he must have some way of hiding himself if he were moving openly throughout the Academy. The other person that had been there was meeting with Ferand. And that was the key.

      They were after something.

      More than that, whatever they were after was enough for Ferand to continue risking himself inside of the Academy.

      There was a shifting of pressure, and the door to his room opened. He looked up and inhaled, curious who had come. “Tara?”

      She took a few steps toward him. “How did you know it was me?”

      “I could hear you,” he said, though there was more to it than that. He could smell something as well, the hint of lilac and mint. She also radiated warmth, the soft energy she held that left him tingling. “And I can feel you,” he added, feeling his face warm.

      She took a step toward him. “What do you feel?”

      “It’s subtle. There’s a sense of movement. Of pressure. There’s the smell—”

      “Smell?”

      “Not like in the alchemy tower, if that’s what you’re getting at.” Sam shifted on the bed. The vrandal snagged on the sheet and started to pull. A surge of pain jolted through his hand briefly as it did, which was a reassuring sign that he could maintain his connection to the vrandal even when it was pulling away from him.

      “Good.” She stood right in front of him. “I wouldn’t want you to think that I stunk.”

      “You definitely don’t stink. I probably do from the time that I’ve been in the alchemy tower.”

      “It’s not too bad.”

      He laughed. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to find out what you can see.”

      “By standing in front of me?”

      “You can see that?”

      “I can’t see anything. I can feel it, though. You’re about a step away from me.” He leaned forward, reaching for her. She stood about where he’d expected to find her, and he brushed his hand along her smooth skin. “There.”

      “That’s impressive.”

      “I knew I’d adapt.”

      “This has happened quickly.”

      “What else do I have to do all day but focus on what I can detect?” Sam didn’t keep the frustration from his voice, which he didn’t mean to direct at her. She’d done nothing but try to help him, so there was no reason for him to be frustrated with her. “There’s nothing else for me to do. You’re gone in classes. I can’t go to my own classes. James might have stopped by, but I think he isn’t quite sure what to make of me. I have no idea what I’m missing out on with my classes, and whether I’m going to be able to pass my tests, and whether that means that I’m going to ultimately have to leave the Academy.” He shook his head. “Havash leaves me alone. Chasten comes by occasionally, but even that isn’t much. It leaves me to explore on my own.”

      “Like you were earlier.”

      “You knew?”

      “I came by to walk with you, and you weren’t here.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you this morning.”

      She sat next to him, taking his hands. “I finished class early.”

      Sam turned toward her. What he wouldn’t give to be able to see her, not just feel her presence, though that was reassuring as well. He was relieved he could detect Tara without being able to see her. In time, he suspected he’d be able to do the same with others.

      “I went into the Study Hall,” he said.

      “By yourself?”

      “It’s not like I can hurt myself there.”

      “You could get lost, Sam. Without having any way of knowing where you are, you might get stuck and—”

      “I didn’t get lost. Chasten found me.”

      “He did?”

      “I think I heard Ferand, though.”

      “Really? Did you follow him?”

      “As far as I could. He met with someone…”

      He told her about what he thought he’d detected, wondering whether she would believe him or whether she’d think he was mistaken.

      “It’s too bad that you weren’t able to tell who it was.”

      “I think if I were to feel the arcane arts again, I might be able to recognize it. I don’t know, though. When you use your arcane arts around me, there’s a distinct signature to it, especially now that I can’t pay attention to it with my sight.”

      “We’re going to get you through this.”

      When Tara made comments like this, it was harder for him. She believed they would be able to heal him. Maybe in time, they would, though he didn’t think it likely. It was better for him to move on and accept what had happened to him.

      “I’m going to keep trying,” she said.

      “I know you are. It just might not make a difference.”

      They fell silent for a while.

      Then a soft shuffling sound came toward the door, and Sam frowned in its direction. At first, he thought maybe it was the breath of the hall. Perhaps it was Chasten, who knew Sam was back in his room after wandering. He wouldn’t be surprised if the man came to check on him.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      “There’s something there.”

      She got off the bed and pulled the door open, standing there for a few moments. While she did, Sam could feel a slight shift from the other side of the door. Someone else was there, and though he couldn’t tell who it was, there was a familiarity about them.

      “Who’s with you?” he asked.

      Tara started toward him and touched him on the arm reassuringly, but Sam tensed anyway. He probably shouldn’t have. There was no reason for him to be on edge, but he remained concerned. With what had happened in the tunnel, he didn’t like the idea of being surprised by anyone.

      Sam rose to his feet and moved toward the door. He took a deep breath. The newcomer's scent was clean and crisp, similar to Tara, though there was a little difference to it. Not as much lilac, he decided. Still, there was the sense of magical power he detected. It tingled along his skin, leaving him feeling as if there was some powerful use taking place.

      “Tara?” he called out.

      “There’s someone who wants to see you,” she replied.

      “Who is it? I can’t see them.”

      “You can’t see?” The voice was soft. Nervous.

      “Mia?”

      A part of him worried about others in her tower learning that she was his sister. He didn’t want them to treat her the way that he was treated. She didn’t need to acknowledge her ties to the Barlands. It was best if she didn’t.

      “What happened to him?” Mia asked. The question was for Tara.

      Sam took a step toward her. Tara must have gone to her, though that risked exposing his connection to Mia. Then again, Tara was smart enough to know better than to do that. She probably had gone to her in secret or even passed word to her.

      “He can answer for himself,” Sam said.

      When his sister had been injured playing Shitunable, Sam hadn’t gone to her. Then again, he hadn’t the feeling that Mia wanted him to. Did he want her to come here and see him like this?

      If it meant seeing him weak. Not if it meant seeing him helpless.

      And given how little she had wanted to see him, why did he want her here anyway?

      As soon as that thought came to him, he pushed it away. All of this was for Mia. He would do it again and again to keep her off the streets of Erstan and to safety. He had been the strong one while in Erstan. There had been no choice. Losing their small home, going from the cozy sense that he’d known sitting with Mia and playing games before the hearth to the pain and torment of trying to find scraps to survive, had not broken him.

      This could not either.

      It was his frustration, nothing else. He had to get past that.

      Hearing his sister’s voice, feeling her presence, and being unable to get to her left him longing for the ability to see her. He was adapting to the blindness, but times like these when he realized he might never lay eyes on Mia again made things more difficult.

      “What happened?” Mia had more strength in the question this time.

      There was a surge of energy from her, the soft touch of arcane arts she radiated. It wasn’t much, but he was able to detect her use of it. He’d always known she was powerful.

      “I can’t see,” he said.

      “That’s what Tara told me, but how?”

      Sam turned toward Tara. Could she see the question on his face? He still didn’t know how Tara had gotten Mia on her own to share with her what happened to Sam.

      “It doesn’t matter how. They’ve tried to heal me, but there hasn’t been anything they can do.”

      “Who’s tried to heal you?” Mia asked, closer now. The warmth radiating from her was easier for him to detect. Whatever she was doing had a hint of arcane magic mixed in with it.

      Did Tara know?

      He suspected she did. Tara had enough control over her arcane magic that she’d have to know what Mia was doing and the way she used her magic. Sam felt for his sister, aware of the sense of heat radiating off of her. He tried to smile. “It doesn’t really matter who’s tried to heal me. All that matters is that it hasn’t been effective.”

      “It matters. I’m sure someone can help you.”

      “Tara has tried. Havash has tried. Even the Grandam has tried.” With each person he listed, her breath caught, and she seemed to be standing perfectly still. Sam wished he could reassure her. As the older brother, it was his responsibility to do so.

      “The Grandam has tried?” Her voice trembled a little with this, and Sam only smiled.

      “Is this why you wanted me to come?” Mia asked, turning away from Sam. Her voice shifted, and within it, he could hear the irritation. “I have tests, Sam. I’m sure you do too, or you would…”

      Sam breathed out slowly. “I will make up my exams,” he said. There was a part of him that was tempted to tell her that he might have some access to the arcane arts if he could learn how to use it, but he wasn’t sure that she even cared. “Don’t be mad at Tara. She’s been trying to help me.”

      Mia moved closer to him. He could feel pressure coming off of her. “There has to be something you can do.”

      “Not without giving up something else,” he said.

      “Maybe it’s time for you to go, anyway,” Mia said. “You came here for a different purpose, and now that the attack has been revealed, you could just go.”

      He tried to ignore the sadness that filled him. His sister wanted him to leave.

      She was the reason that he was here. He wouldn’t have come to the Academy otherwise. Everything that he had gone through had been for her. Even back in Erstan, Sam had wanted nothing more than to try to help his sister and to find a way to offer her anything that she could get to the Academy.

      And now that she was here, and now that he understood what it had taken, she wanted him to leave?

      What was worse was that he wanted to stay.

      This wasn’t going to be his place. It had never been his place, but there was a part of him that felt like it was. Since coming here, spending time in the library, sitting through classes, challenging his mind, he couldn’t help but feel as if he did belong if only a little.

      “Maybe,” he said.

      “Do you really intend to try to stay until the end of the year?”

      “That was the plan,” Sam said, choosing his words carefully. “Between the stipend, the place to stay, and the food, I thought that you would understand.”

      There was silence for a moment. Then Mia sighed softly. “You’re right, Sam. I’m really sorry. It’s just… I know you are trying to watch out for me, and I know you don’t want anything to happen to me, but if they learn that I’m from the Barlands—”

      “I know,” he said. “I have been trying to protect you.”

      “I know,” she said. “And I shouldn’t make any comment otherwise. I’ve done a terrible job being your sister.”

      Sam started to smile. “You really have,” he said.

      Mia started to laugh. “I’m not trying to be like that.”

      “You just do it so well,” he chuckled. “Maybe it’s just second nature for you.”

      “Hey,” she said, laughing at him.

      A part of him wanted to tease her about Gresham, but he knew better than to do that. It would be a sensitive subject for her, and it was not really a topic that he wanted to know about. He understood her desire to fit in and how doing so would give her a chance to feel as if she were a part of something more, but he also understood that Gresham could be compelling, given his family’s connections to the Council.

      He started to say something when he felt a pressure building. It was powerful, but it was mixed with heat. That was unusual. He started to shift and felt Tara’s hand on his arm.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      “It’s probably nothing,” he said.

      “You moved awfully fast for something that was nothing,” she said.

      Sam felt the energy on the other side of the door as someone knocked softly. It was a sense of arcane magic that was familiar to him. He leaned on the door, detecting the power, which washed through the door and over him. The vrandal started to pulse, the sense of needles shooting through him uncomfortably and leaving part of him tingling. He clenched his fist, trying to squeeze back the pain.

      He turned toward Tara. “It’s the power that I felt in the hall.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam stood at the door, uncertain. He could feel something distinct and familiar, that unique energy that suggested the arcane arts it had been in the Study Hall. And then there was something else. A unique scent that he had smelled—and recently.

      He breathed in. It was smoking but hid something else.

      “Grandam,” he said.

      “Samran, you appear well.”

      “I’m trying to adjust as well as I can. Is there anything I can do for you?” He stood with the door partially closed, wanting to block her from seeing his sister and Tara. Considering how he was becoming sensitive to the use of magic, he suspected the Grandam would surely be able to detect it, so she might know they were there anyway.

      “I’m here to see if there’s anything more I can do to help with your eyesight.”

      “I don’t know if I’m able to tolerate another attempt at healing.”

      “I’m sure you can tolerate some,” she said.

      “The last time—”

      “The last time, you were still recovering. You have had an opportunity to recover more, and I suspect you will be able to withstand healing much better.” She didn’t move.

      He couldn’t tell what she was doing other than standing there, though the pressure coming off of her seemed to intensify. Sam wanted to close the door and prevent her from entering his room, but he wasn’t sure that would be the right solution either. Angering the Grandam ran the risk of getting back to Havash.

      Something shifted, and he could feel and smell Tara step up behind him. “Grandam, I was just on my way out.”

      “Ms. Stone, I find you here quite often.”

      “Sam and I are friends. I didn’t realize that was a problem.”

      “One would think that a senior-level student like yourself, especially one with as much potential as you have shown, would be more interested in consorting with others like her.”

      “There aren’t others of my potential other than Sam.”

      Sam felt a moment of pride at hearing words.

      “I appreciate the confidence, Ms. Stone, but I would caution you… Who else is here?”

      Sam felt the Grandam’s hand on his chest, pushing him back with more force than necessary. He stumbled, staggering back toward the wall when Tara caught him. She eased him into position, turning him so that he could stand inside the room.

      “Ms. Bilson, I haven’t seen you visit your brother before.”

      Sam frowned. Was the Grandam following him?

      “Grandam, I heard he was injured. I was coming to see if there was anything he needed,” Mia replied.

      “You have your own studies as well, Ms. Bilson. Why don’t you return to your tower? What Mr. Bilson needs is to work with healers who might be able to offer him more. And what you need is to return to your tower and continue your studies. I believe you still have a few tests remaining.”

      Mia’s breath caught. “Of course, Grandam.” She started toward him. Sam tried to catch her arm when she reached him, but she hurried past.

      Tara leaned toward Sam, and she whispered in his ear. “I need to check on something.”

      He breathed out and nodded. Tara was going to leave him alone with the Grandam. The Grandam claimed she only wanted to help him, but with what he’d detected before, the possibility that she had met with Ferand worried him.

      When they were alone, the Grandam pressed the door closed, sealing them inside. There was a sense of arcane magic coming from her, tingling along his skin. It burned unpleasantly.

      “Perhaps you should take a seat, Mr. Bilson. The last time, you were unstable.”

      Sam wanted to object, but he didn’t think he could. What was he going to say anyway? It wasn’t as if he could accuse the Grandam of secretly meeting with Ferand or working against the Academy.

      He headed to his bed, counting steps as he had taken to doing. As he passed the Grandam, he could feel the energy coming off of her. It left him tingling, and the needles that seemed to shoot through his arms were unpleasant. He took a deep breath, focusing on the vrandal. He didn’t want to be separated from it.

      If she had been meeting with Ferand and was now coming to Sam, then he could only think the vrandal was part of the reason and that she needed it. He had no idea if he could use the device to prevent her from harming him. At most, he thought he might be able to maintain a connection to it, but how could he do that when the needles and the burning sensation continued to work through him?

      Sam gripped his hand into a fist around the vrandal and tried to ignore everything else, as difficult as it was. Ever since he’d lost his eyesight, everything else had become stronger. He was aware of the air stirring in and out, a sense of pressure that built against him. He was aware of the movements the Grandam made. Her feet shifted on the ground, soft and subtle but not so quiet that he wasn’t able to hear what she was doing. He was aware of her breathing, a little faster than his own. He could almost hear her heart beating.

      On top of all of that was the sense of arcane arts. It came from her with a vibrant intensity. He could feel it tingling along the surface of his skin. He could feel how it washed over him, rolling up through him. All of that was before she had even started to try to heal him. What would he feel when she attempted it? Would he notice something more? Would there be something worse?

      He could feel the Grandam’s pressure as she stopped in front of him. She took his hands and pried his palm open, forcing him to reveal the vrandal. She squeezed his hands, using more force than Sam thought she needed to. Power began to build from her as she spoke. “I’m going to try another attempt with you today. It’s going to be different than before, and I’m optimistic that using this technique will give you your sight back.”

      “I think Havash should be here.”

      “Why?”

      “If you’re successful, he’ll want to know what worked.” Sam tried to quickly come up with an excuse for Havash to be here. Even having Tara here would be better, but she had gone with his sister. Perhaps that was for the best, though. He hoped Mia would be safe by leaving.

      “I’m quite certain Havash knows plenty of healing techniques. If I’m successful, then I will share it with him.”

      “I don’t want you to remove the vrandal,” he said.

      “What was that?”

      Sam tried to pull his hand away, but she wrapped her hands around the device tightly, holding it in place.

      “I don’t want you to remove the vrandal.”

      “It’s possible this device is what’s precluding you from being able to see, Samran. If I remove it, then you might be able to see once again.” She leaned close to him, and he could smell her breath. It was warm, almost unpleasant. “Don’t you want me to remove this if it means you can see once more?”

      “I…”

      Sam started to pull his hand away, but he couldn’t. The Grandam held him too tightly. The only thing that he could do was to focus on the vrandal and the power within it. He had to find a way to connect to it fully. Instead of connecting to the vrandal, Sam had been feeling sorry for himself, even wasting time trying to piece together whether there were patterns within the almanac that he might be able to decipher.

      But what if it wasn’t about the almanac.

      The Grandam wasn’t an alchemist, and though she had the stack of books on alchemy in her office, she might not even be able to use the key—or understand the almanac.

      He had heard Ferand mentioned something else. A lock.

      And he did have the key.

      Could they actually need the vrandal for something different?

      Pain surged up his hand, turning into needles. Sam tried to jerk away, but the Grandam held tightly and said, “You need to relax. I think the healing will work much better if you do.”

      “You’re not trying to heal me,” he said, once again trying to pull away.

      “I’m not what? I think we both can agree I have attempted to restore you as much as I can.”

      “You weren’t trying to heal me last time. You were trying to pull the vrandal off.”

      Sam knew that he needed to be careful. She was the Grandam, after all, and he wanted to stay at the Academy.

      “I know it might be contributing to my blindness, but I think it also connects me to alchemy. That’s why I want to keep it.” Sam squeezed his hand around. “Besides, Havash knows a way to bond me to it once again.”

      “If Havash knows, then he would have done it by now.”

      “He’s searching for the answers.”

      The Grandam fell silent. Power continued to build off her, washing over him and leaving his hands feeling like they were on fire. The needles in his arms began to move, migrating toward his chest. What would happen if those needles moved higher and reached his head?

      Sam tried to focus. It was difficult to think about what Daven had explained to him about the vrandal, but that was what he needed to use now. If he could think about connecting to the device, to form that bond, he might be able to hold it on his hand. It was all tied to emotion, Daven had explained.

      When Sam had first tried using his emotion, he had thought it was only about frustration. Certainly, he had enough frustration since coming to the Academy, but this had never seemed to really fuel the control over the vrandal. What he experienced now was fear, but he wouldn’t be able to use his fear because it hadn’t triggered the vrandal in the past.

      What else had he used? There’d been a desire to protect others, to protect Mia and then Tara. Now he wanted to protect himself, but would that even be enough? Protecting himself seemed like a selfish desire, almost as if he were trying to ask for something he shouldn’t be.

      Sam focused on the vrandal, but there was nothing other than the pain of his hand. He had to push that away. Instead of focusing on pain or on the desire for what the vrandal might offer him, maybe he had to focus on finding an emptiness.

      For a moment, the pain surged and with it came a flash of familiar white light. He’d seen it when the vrandal had shifted the last time the Grandam had been here. He held tightly to it, squeezing his hand and trying to push it against the pressure he felt from the Grandam. If nothing else, he wanted to force her to leave the device on his hand.

      Pain surged again, and there came another flickering. What if he was wrong? That might be the biggest question of all. If he was wrong, and if she was actually attempting to heal him, he was putting himself into danger by fighting it.

      Sam tried to steady his breathing, focusing only on what he could feel. The vrandal pulsed again, different than the tingling and even the needles he’d felt shooting through him. This pulsing sensation was a triggering. The vrandal was trying to connect to him.

      He knew it was alchemy. He didn’t know anything more other than the device itself had power within it. If he could connect to that power, then he might be able to channel it. Would he use it against the Grandam? He didn’t think he could.

      There was movement near him, and Sam shifted to turn toward it.

      A low voice cleared their throat. “Grandam, I was coming to check on Mr. Bilson.”

      The Grandam’s grip on his hand eased a little bit. Sam used the opportunity to yank his hand back, careful that the vrandal stayed seated on his hand. There was a moment where he thought it might slip away, but it remained.

      “Chasten. What are you doing here?” the Grandam asked tightly.

      “I was checking on Mr. Bilson. As he has the key to alchemy, I have been keeping an eye on him. The Academy does not have many alchemists, as you know.”

      The Grandam pushed out with another sense of power, but it didn’t wash over Sam quite the same way. There was another flash of white light, a surge of pain. It was brief and not nearly as awful as it had been before. He ignored it, focusing instead on the vrandal and its pressure against his palm. The power within it shifted, suggesting that something about the vrandal was once again weakened.

      “I will work with you again, Mr. Bilson. I’m certain that with enough time, we will be able to restore your eyesight.”

      The Grandam left his room. Sam held his hand, keeping the vrandal in his palm. He tried to move it, and it shifted.

      The door closed, leaving Chasten there with him. “What did she do to you?”

      “She came to offer me a healing,” Sam said. “I think she is the one I felt in the hall.”

      Chasten was quiet for a moment. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m certain it was her in the hall with Ferand.”

      Chasten stopped in front of him. The pine scent coming from him was thick. “I will alert Havash of what happened, but for now, I think you need to rest.”

      “How can I rest? I’m not convinced we can trust the Grandam.”

      “I am no longer sure we can trust her either.”

      The way he said it unsettled Sam. He’d expected Chasten to refute what he said, to reassure him that the Grandam wasn’t someone to fear, but he hadn’t.

      “Could she really be working with Ferand?” Sam asked.

      “Anything is possible. I wouldn’t have believed that Ben was working with Ferand, either, but some believe that the Nighlan can show a different way to power. Perhaps an easier one.” Chasten sighed softly. “Unfortunately, chasing power through an easier route is compelling. Especially when faced with such great power as those who are true masters of the arcane arts, and understanding how hard one must work and how diligently one must study to grasp the depths of it.”

      “But the Grandam is a master of the arcane arts.”

      “She is,” Chasten said. “And it makes me worry about who can be trusted in the Academy.”

      “What if she lets Luthian in?”

      “She wouldn’t,” Chasten said.

      “Why not? If he’s working with Ferand, then—”

      “Luthian wouldn’t be working with Ferand. He only came to move him for safekeeping.”

      It took a moment for the words to sink in. “What?”

      “He wasn’t here to work with Ferand. Luthian is trying to stop him.”

      “I saw him. I know what I observed.”

      “Do you?” Chasten paused. “It’s not always easy to trust what you see.”

      Sam frowned. “He was using an illusion?”

      “Luthian was not, but Ferand and Ben used them to escape. Ben lost his life in the attempt, but Ferand remained free. There are others we must fear, though. The Nighlan are skilled and have grown increasingly determined to penetrate the Academy.”

      “Luthian was sent to help Daven,” Sam whispered.

      “I suspect so.”

      “When I was in that room with the strange lantern, I spoke to…” Sam struggled to come up with the name. It had been long enough ago that the name no longer stuck in his mind. “Bardall. He promised he would send somebody to help Daven. I guess I didn’t know.”

      “It was easier for no one to know.”

      Sam frowned. “You knew. You are with them.”

      “No. I have been in contact with them, but that is it. I have been trying to understand more, but unfortunately, there are limits to what they are willing to share to those who are not part of them.”

      “What about with me?”

      “You have the key, Sam. That makes you valuable to them and to all alchemists. You need to stay here. Do not open your door.”

      “Even if the Grandam comes?”

      “Given what I interrupted, I would say especially if the Grandam comes.”

      Chasten stepped out of the room and closed the door. Sam sat in place, clasping his hands on his lap and shifting the vrandal. He tried not to think about what it meant that the bond between him and the vrandal had been disrupted again. With enough separations, he worried he wouldn’t be able to hold onto that connection at all. Eventually, the Grandam would succeed, and the vrandal wouldn’t stay bonded to him. He would lose that connection, and then…

      There was a danger if the vrandal truly was some sort of key for another lock. They were after something within the Academy.

      And Sam needed to find it.

      He wasn’t exactly sure where to begin, though there was one place, and one way, that he thought that he could look.

      There was more to the Study Hall, and they had known before. They had always suspected there was more, but they had never found it.

      And he had stumbled into it.

      His mind wandered, tracing through the hallways. He tried to piece together where they might intersect and couldn’t come up with an answer. It had to be more extensive than what he and Tara had found.

      Eventually, he felt something on the other side of his door.

      It felt like power. Pressure. Heat.

      But he recognized it.

      He quickly opened his door and grabbed Tara, pulling her inside and closing it again.

      “Easy,” Tara said.

      “The Grandam attacked me again,” he said hurriedly.

      “I figured she might. I didn’t have much choice in leaving. I didn’t want her to know I’d detected something. I went for help and found Chasten.”

      “So that’s why he came.”

      “Somebody needed to intervene. And I think she doesn’t know what to make of him.” Tara took his hand and guided him to the bed, encouraging him to take a seat. “We’ve been trying to uncover what’s in your mind that’s blocking your ability to see. Havash feels like there is some blockage and has asked me to pick at it or try to heal it, or any other different use of angulation or botany or any of the various subjects that I worked on,” she said, frustration filling her. “I’ve never seen anything like it before and have the sense that neither has Havash.”

      Sam frowned. “Why do I get the impression that you figured something out?”

      “Because when the Grandam was here, and she was with your sister, she used a technique on Mia. I can’t see it how you can, but I have been learning to feel when the arcane arts are used. And I detected her using them. I don’t know what it was, or I hadn’t, until just recently. And now I think I know what we can try.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No,” Tara said. “I didn’t really understand it, so when I left, I followed your sister to see what it was. Do you know what I uncovered?”

      “What?”

      “I found power in your mind. Whatever’s within you is the same as within your sister. I…”

      “What did you do?”

      “I peeled it away from her.”

      “You did what?”

      “I didn’t know what it was, but having seen the Grandam placing that scar or whatever it was, I realized I could take it away. I don’t think hers had been there that long. Yours is different.” She touched his hands. “Having removed it off your sister, I think I can remove it from you too.”

      “Tara—”

      “I know you’re scared.”

      “That’s not it.”

      “You’re not scared?”

      “I’m scared. I’m worried about what she is after. If it were the almanac, she would have gone after it by now. Finding it in the alchemy tower isn’t that difficult. It tells me there is something else here.”

      “And she needs the key.”

      Sam nodded. “She needs the key. Maybe it’s an actual key?” He shook his head. “Whatever it is, we need to keep her from reaching it.”

      “Let me see what I can do,” Tara said.

      She took both of his hands, and Sam didn’t fight. Power began to build from her, though it didn’t come from her with the same sense of unsettling violence. The pressure that grew and the tingling that washed along his skin wasn’t the same as what he detected from the Grandam.

      “I can feel it,” she whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a scar. It’s like what was on your sister. I wish I could show you how this feels, Sam, but…” She fell silent, and pain throbbed in his head.

      It was a booming sort of pain that reminded him of what he felt when the Grandam worked on him, but this one wasn’t nearly as agonizing as the other. It was almost as if he could feel Tara picking at his mind, trying to peel away the scar.

      “Just another moment,” she said.

      “I don’t know if I can handle another moment,” he said through gritted teeth. She squeezed his hands to reassure him, but the pain flared again.

      Sam didn’t pull his hands back. There was no need to when it came to Tara. He didn’t think she was trying to hurt him the way the Grandam had been. Still, he couldn’t shake off the agony, the unsettled pain that rolled through his mind. If Tara was able to help him, maybe he could reconnect to the vrandal.

      His breathing quickened. The pain started to work down from his head through his shoulders. It was a pulsing sensation that continued to echo within him, practically vibrating. Sam tried to control his breathing and focus on his desire to use the vrandal, which was what Daven had told him to do. The only problem was that he didn’t think he could control the sense within him well enough to reach for that power.

      He cried out as pain exploded down his arms.

      “Not much more,” Tara said. Her voice seemed to come from a great distance.

      He could sense edges of darkness starting to take shape, almost as if… almost as if he could see. It had been a while since he’d seen anything, and for him to be able to detect even the sense of shadows at the edge of his eyesight was more than just surprising.

      “Do you want me to keep going?” she asked.

      Sam nodded, trying not to think about what she was doing. He struggled to ignore the pain, which still worked through him, leaving him speechless. He focused instead on the power exploding within him.

      “Almost…”

      A tingling washed over him and mixed with the pulsing, and Sam couldn’t help it anymore. He cried out again, and when he did, the pain eased slightly. As he sat in place, he could feel the pain and the effect of what Tara had done. It was almost as if she had ripped something through his mind, leaving it raw. A headache unlike any he’d ever had before coursed through his mind, pounding in time with his heartbeat. The tingling sense remained along the surface of his skin like a burn that refused to heal.

      “Well?” Tara whispered.

      Sam turned toward the sound of her voice. There was darkness, but for the first time in what seemed like forever, he saw something.

      Shadows.
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      Sam moved through the tunnels, following Tara. He tried to adjust to the change. His eyesight was still recovering, but so far, there wasn’t any way for him to hurry it along other than to attempt to see through the shadows. Thankfully, having lived in the darkness for as long as he had, being able to see shadows was better than nothing at all. He hadn’t realized how much that darkness had terrified him until it was gone.

      Despite the gradual recovery, he could still pick up on things he’d begun to notice when blind. There was the sense of arcane energy all around him, a gradual sensation he was able to determine more easily the longer he was around it. There was also the feel of movement in the air pressure around him. It was like a breath of wind as they moved through the tunnels now.

      Tara motioned for him to come toward her. She was only a few steps in front of him, close enough he could see her outline. He felt her presence as well.

      “Do you think this is where you detected the Grandam?” she asked.

      Sam closed his eyes, focusing on his awareness of the tunnel. This section felt no different than any other. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to tell if there are any arcane arts here, but…”

      “Maybe we need to move a little bit further,” she said.

      “We could ask Chasten.”

      “Do you think he would help us?”

      Chasten would likely warn them against going after Ferand and the Grandam out of concern about what they might find. He wanted them to leave it to Havash, yet Sam didn’t know if they could.

      “Are you sure Mia got back safely?” he asked.

      “She’s in the sharan tower. I made sure to guide her back to her tower, and other students brought her all the way back up. She has testing to study for, so she’s going to be safe. At least for now.”

      Sam sighed in relief. He wanted to protect his sister from the Grandam, especially if she’d placed some sort of scar over them both. Tara hadn’t been able to determine the purpose of the scar, only that it had been there. Peeling it off had allowed him to see shadows.

      What would it do for Mia?

      “We should keep moving,” Tara said, urging him along.

      Sam followed, staying close enough to detect her, though he could only make out her outline. There was a bit of pressure coming from her, a sense of energy.

      “What happens if we don’t find Ferand?” she asked.

      “They are looking for something in these halls. I don’t exactly know what it is, but I think that there is more—much more—here than we know about.” He held up the vrandal. “And when we reach a dead end, I think that we can use this to go through it. Alchemy has been used to seal this off.”

      “And you want us to just wander blindly?”

      “It’s not a great idea, but if we can follow what you and I can feel of the arcane arts and what barriers we uncover, maybe we can find something?”

      “You realize we could get lost wandering, as well.”

      “We could. I still think we need to do it.”

      “I do too. I just don’t like it.”

      They started working their way through the halls. At certain points, Tara took his hand, guiding him to dead ends. The first few that they took, there was nothing. Sam suggested they go toward the library and the endpoint there, and when they did, he fumbled forward until his hand sunk through a barrier.

      He heard Tara gasp, and he took her hand, trying to pull her through.

      Surprisingly, the connection worked. He was able to pull her through the barrier.

      “That has been here this entire time?” Tara asked softly.

      “Apparently,” he said.

      “Alchemy.”

      “I think so.”

      “We should keep searching.”

      “I know.”

      Sam sighed, but he thought she was right. “I wish we could do it when I’m able to see a little bit better.”

      “I don’t know how long it will take for your sight to recover completely.”

      “And I don’t know if it will at all.”

      “It’s been only a few hours, Sam. We have to give it time.”

      “Even if this is as good as it gets, it’s better than it was. I can see shadows like you. You’re a little bit of a blur, something of a blob.”

      “I’m a blob?”

      Sam held onto her hands. “Not like that. The shadows around you are like one.”

      “Because I’m a blob.”

      “Would you stop?”

      The tingling sensation washed over him, and this time he distinctly saw the sense of her power. It was incredible.

      “Was that a blob?” she asked.

      Sam squeezed her hands. “That was most definitely not.”

      “You saw it?”

      “I saw it.”

      “Let’s keep wandering, then. If you can see anything, then you might be able to help us figure out what’s up here.”

      It was probably overly optimistic, and they both knew that, but when she nudged him, Sam moved ahead of her in the tunnel. Ferand and the Grandam were up to something, and this was one part of the Academy that he truly believed had some ties to it. It had to.

      They found several different branch points, several different barriers and passed through them. Each time they did, Sam paused to take a mental image, and Tara did as well. Despite the possibility that they could get lost, the only danger was if they were to get separated.

      “What if they needed the key to get through the alchemy barriers?”

      “It doesn’t feel right,” Tara said.

      “I know, it’s just that without it…”

      “You don’t think that the Grandam, one of the most powerful users of the arcane arts, can figure out a way past alchemy?”

      Sam frowned. “I don’t really know.”

      They continued moving, and at one point, he started to feel something pressing upon him.

      Then he stopped. “There shouldn’t be anything this way,” he said, though he could practically feel a gentle breeze pushing on him. “This wouldn’t take us through the Academy, but away from it.”

      He tried to imagine where it was going.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Everything else that we’ve followed has taken us within the walls,” Sam said. “I’ve looked at enough books in the library and seen enough maps of the various towers to know. This is something different.”

      “This is where we need to go,” Tara said.

      They moved more slowly, and Sam held his hand out, focusing on the vrandal. “Maybe there’s nothing here,” he muttered.

      “Or maybe this is where they went.”

      They walked for a little while until they reached another barrier.

      This time, Sam could feel it pushing against him, and he didn’t even need to press outward with the vrandal or his free hand to know where it was. It seemed as if he had a sensitivity to it. It was almost as if he could see the barrier itself. It seemed to stretch from wall to wall, from floor to ceiling. Alchemy, and an intense use of it.

      “That’s new,” he whispered as he stood in front of it.

      “What is?”

      “I can feel something,” he whispered. Sam ran his free hand across the barrier’s surface. Even without the vrandal, he could feel energy pushing against his hand. His palm and fingertips tingled, a different sensation than what he had felt when someone had been using arcane arts around him. This was softer.

      He held his vrandal hand up against it and began to push.

      “Do you see anything here?” Sam asked, keeping his eyes closed to focus.

      “It looks like a section of wall. It’s sort of the same as the other barriers when we came across them.”

      Sam nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t know if this will work, as the pressure here is different.”

      He felt the vrandal, and he pushed in the pattern that he knew what activated and began to feel warmth surging through him. As he pressed up against the barrier, there was some resistance, and then he was able to push through it. Gradually the resistance began to fade.

      He held Tara’s hand and pulled her with him.

      Once they were through the barrier, he paused.

      He turned back and started to focus on the barrier again. The energy from this side was different. It still tingled the same way as it did on the other side, but it didn’t press on him in quite the same fashion. There was a sense of power here, but nothing more than that.

      “You can test it when we are done,” she said.

      “I just wanted to understand.”

      She nudged him gently. “I know you want to understand, but right now, we need to move carefully. If they are after something, I don’t want to get caught here.” She followed him. “This is a little darker than some of the other tunnels.”

      They kept moving, and then she stopped again.

      “What is it?”

      “There is a door.”

      “Like an actual door?”

      “An actual door.”

      She started toward it, and he pulled on her, reaching out with the vrandal.

      He activated it and pushed forward.

      When he did, he felt some resistance, but then it began to fade as if that resistance were finally easing away from him.

      He relaxed for a moment but then pulled the door open.

      “What does it look like?”

      “A circular room. A table with some paper stacked on it. Symbols… oh. The same symbols in the almanac.”

      “Probably my pages,” Sam muttered. “I shouldn’t have kept them in my room.”

      “Probably them, then. And a carpet covering the floor. I don’t know what else is here.”

      He stepped forward when he had a different sensation.

      Arcane arts, and a familiar sense of it, as well.

      His stomach sank.

      “We need to move,” he whispered frantically.

      “Why?”

      “Because the Grandam is coming.”
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      Sam grabbed Tara, who shuffled the pages. There were not that many pages, but Sam suspected that there would be something on them that would be useful for them. He could feel something around him, some sense of energy, and knew they should wait here very long. Already feared they had remained longer than they should.

      “Take them with you,” he said.

      “Are you sure? If she finds that they’re gone—”

      “She’s going to realize we were here anyway. It doesn’t matter.”

      At least this way, they would have the pages. If he were able to see again, perhaps he might figure out what was on them. It might be that they were the same types of symbols found within the almanac. If that were the case, he wouldn’t be able to read them without accessing the vrandal’s power. Eventually, he would need a stronger connection so he could try to use it not only with the book but with these pages.

      The sense of arcane magic pressing on him continued to increase. He felt it from Tara as well.

      “Don’t,” he whispered.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t use any power, or she may be able to detect us. I don’t want her to know we’re here.”

      “Sam, we don’t have much time.”

      He took a deep breath, focusing and trying to think of a reason they were here. He contemplated the possibilities and thought that if nothing else, he could explain to the Grandam that he wanted her help with healing again—regardless of how much that might hurt. Otherwise, he didn’t have any other excuses.

      There was a sense of breath within the room, but it wasn’t where he expected. Sam moved to the far wall toward it, near the hearth. He could feel the breath blowing through there. The hearth would need some place to vent.

      If it was underneath the river, how was it venting?

      There was another way out of here.

      “Sam!” Tara hissed.

      He ignored her and focused on the hearth. He ran his hand along the wall, using his other senses. If he could see, he wouldn’t have noticed the breath of the air or the slight energy here that wasn’t present anywhere else in the room. He might not have known there was another way out.

      The pressure coming from outside of the office continued to build. The Grandam was getting close.

      Sam pushed on the wall. “There has to be a trigger.”

      Tara was next to him, fumbling along the wall and scraping her hands on it. “I don’t know if we have time to figure this out,” she whispered. “What if there isn’t one here?”

      The door behind them started to open.

      Then he found it. Sam pushed, and there was a soft grinding as a section of wall opened. He grabbed Tara’s hand, pulling her with him and stepping into the wall. He searched for a way to trigger the other side of the wall, but there wasn’t anything.

      Power built behind them. Tara grabbed him and ran.

      “What are you doing? We need to—”

      “We don’t have time,” she said.

      “I can’t see where this goes.”

      “There’s only one way it goes.”

      They raced forward, and it seemed to Sam that this tunnel was narrower than the others within the Academy. The walls pressed closer to him. There was dampness within the air that filled his nostrils. After a while, they were splashing in water.

      “Is she still behind us?” he asked.

      “I don’t see her, but…” She slowed and turned, power building from her. Sam closed his eyes and focused, sensing no power other than Tara’s.

      “We need to keep going,” he said.

      Tara took his hand, and the two of them hurried along the hall. The splashes sounded loud in his ears, but the water didn’t seem to get any deeper as they raced. He suddenly slammed into something and fell backward.

      She grabbed him, helping him up. “What did you run into?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see it.” More than that, he hadn’t even felt it, which meant it wasn’t solid. Sam pressed his hand out, feeling along the space in front of him. He wasn’t sure what he’d struck until he sensed it. A barrier.

      He pressed the vrandal against it as a surge of energy built behind him. At first, he thought it might be from Tara, but the power and the pressure intensified, coming from somewhere else. The pressure on him was familiar. The vrandal started to sink into the barrier. The pressure surged again, and Sam turned around. He could feel the Grandam and her magic.

      Tara whispered something to him, but he ignored it. He focused only on the barrier. Sam tried to force his way through it, and the barrier pushed back. It was different than the other one, harder to get through. He strained, struggling against it, and then fell through while dragging Tara with him.

      There was a shout, and he scrambled to his feet. They weren’t alone. There were others here, though not nearby.

      “Sam,” Tara whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s—”

      “What is this?” a deep voice rang out. Sam didn’t recognize the voice, but he did recognize the soft greenish light that built around him.

      Alchemists.

      “What do you see?” he asked Tara.

      “I don’t know. We’re in a long hallway that widens not too far from us. A large man is coming at us.”

      Large man. Luthian.

      “Be ready,” Sam said.

      “Ready for what?” she whispered.

      He headed forward, holding his hands out to reveal the vrandal. If he were right, this would be how they were going to escape the Grandam. He was trusting what Chasten had said.

      “My name is Samran Bilson. I’m looking for Daven.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure if his suspicion was right, but as the man came toward him, the greenish light continued to build. A tingling washed over Sam as he waited. If this was Luthian, and if he was working with Daven, with the other alchemists, then Sam needed to give him the opportunity.

      “How did you get here?” the voice asked.

      Sam motioned behind him. “The tunnel connects to the Academy.”

      “What tunnel?”

      “This tunnel,” he said. He turned with Tara and pressed his hand on the barrier. He could feel it against his hand, almost as if the barrier itself was trying to push back. The energy within the wall surged, leaving the surface of his palm tingling. He shifted and raised his other hand, placing the vrandal against it and sliding it forward.

      There was an oozing of movement, a slow sensation, but he held his hand in place so that Luthian—or whoever this was—would know he was able to penetrate the barrier. The man grabbed his hand and pried his fingers back. Sam felt a moment of panic. If the man was trying to remove the vrandal, Sam might not be able to stop it. Power built from Tara, and a soft glow erupted from her.

      “Wait,” Sam said.

      The man didn’t make any attempt to try to pull the vrandal off. “Where did you find that?”

      “It was in the alchemy tower. There was a vault. Ferand attacked and I got to it first. When I put it on, it bonded to me.”

      “Come with me,” the man said, releasing Sam’s hand.

      Sam exhaled and clenched his fist around the vrandal. They followed the man. Sam felt the hallway open as energy shifted around him, and he recognized how it swirled outward, opening up. Luthian turned and led them down a side hall. There was no water in the tunnel now.

      “What if this isn’t who you think it is?” Tara whispered. “We don’t know anything about him. This might be someone who—”

      “Quiet,” the man snapped.

      Sam turned his attention toward Luthian. Although everything remained a bit of a blur, he was sure it was him. The greenish light continued to glow, constant all around him. Because Sam could see it so clearly, he had to believe there was something within the green light that could trigger the vrandal.

      They stopped abruptly, but Sam couldn’t make anything out. A surge of green light came, and Luthian grabbed his arm, dragging him forward. Sam held tightly onto Tara as they went through another barrier. A sense of tingling washed over him and passed quickly. When it cleared, a greenish light glowed all around him again, but there was something different about it.

      “He says he knows you,” Luthian said.

      There was a shuffling sound, and Sam turned his attention to it. The light radiated toward him, more than just the power Luthian had. There was another source of it.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” a familiar voice said.

      Daven.

      “I thought you were taken,” replied Sam.

      “Taken? I was rescued. They sent him for me.”

      “I thought Luthian was with them.”

      “You thought what?” Luthian’s voice was a violent roar, a rumble of power. The light coming from him surged brighter.

      “I’m sorry, but the Grandam made it sound as if you were working with Ferand. I only recently found out the truth.”

      “I was trying to move Ferand to a safe location when I was attacked.” He leaned toward Sam, breathing in, then snorted. “You were there.”

      “We were both there,” Sam said. It was better to be honest, so they knew what had taken place rather than for them to learn of it later. “At the time, we just recognized power within the city. We didn’t know what you were doing. We thought you were attacking the Academy.”

      “Why would we attack the Academy?”

      “We thought you were with the Nighlan,” Tara said.

      There was another low rumble of irritation. “You’d better be careful, young lady. I’ve killed more Nighlan than you can imagine.”

      “Easy,” Daven said. “I don’t think they know what they’re saying.”

      Sam heard the two men step away and murmur to each other.

      “Do you know where we are?” Tara whispered to Sam.

      “I can’t tell. It’s somewhere off the tunnel that connected us to the Academy, but I have no idea where.”

      “This is the room where you brought me,” she said.

      “What room?”

      “The one where you said there was a lantern.”

      Sam’s breath caught, and he started looking around. “It’s the same room?”

      “It is. I don’t even know how it’s possible.”

      “The tunnel, but why would it connect here?” he asked. There was so much about this he didn’t understand.

      “Why are you just standing there like that?” Daven asked from across the room.

      “Because he can’t see anything,” Tara snapped.

      Daven approached, and Sam detected a scent of pine mixed with an earthy odor. It was familiar, reminding him of Chasten.

      “What do you mean he can’t see anything? When he was here before—”

      “Ferand tried to take the vrandal from him, and Havash tried to heal him and—”

      “Havash? Of course, he can’t see if Havash was involved,” Daven said. He grabbed Sam’s hand and slammed his palm down. Pain surged for a moment before a brief burst of light appeared. His hand began to pulse. The vrandal was activated.

      Sam focused on the pulsing vrandal. It had been so long since he’d been able to use the device that he tried to embrace it, but he didn’t have the opportunity. A surge of power washed over him, different than when Havash used it on him and different even than when Tara did it. This was a powerful burst. Briefly painful but not nearly as painful as when the Grandam had used her magic on him.

      “There,” Daven said.

      “What did you do?” Tara asked.

      “Just give him a minute.”

      The vrandal pulsed, and Sam squeezed his hand, gripping that power. He took a deep breath and looked around, and it took him a moment to realize something.

      He could see.

      Tara was there, standing close and pressing against him. He reached for her, running his fingers along her cheeks. She shot him a look, and he pulled his hand back. He turned toward Daven, who looked just as he remembered. Luthian was across from him, watching Sam intensely. He was a massive man, befitting his booming voice. In some ways, he reminded Sam of Ferand. He was dressed in a black shirt and pants that revealed his muscles and heavy build. He was a man Sam did not want to trifle with.

      “What did you do?” Tara asked Daven.

      “Someone attempted to heal him, but it wasn’t complete. I used a different technique. It was a form of alchemy, but probably not the kind they teach in the Academy.” He said it with a hint of a laugh.

      “It’s not that. It’s just that we all tried to heal him and were unsuccessful. There was something of a scar in his mind that we had to peel away, and—”

      “A scar?” Luthian took a step toward Sam, frowning at him. “What do you mean there was a scar?”

      “Just that,” replied Tara. “He had some sort of injury within his mind. We think the Grandam placed it when she attacked him. Either her or Ferand. That’s how they were able to take the vrandal from him.”

      “They have other ways of taking the vrandal,” Daven said.

      “Then I don’t know,” she said.

      Daven reached out, and Sam realized the vrandal on Daven’s hand was different than the one he’d worn before. The styling was altered. Rather than thick loops of metal around each of his three fingers, these were thin bands. The plate over his palm had changed to almost a starburst pattern. It glowed softly as he held it in place.

      “Why would this tunnel connect to the Academy?” Sam asked.

      “The Academy is old,” Luthian said. “Older than those who studied the arcane arts, and possibly even older than alchemy. Someone of real power founded it, and as far as we have ever learned, it guards something ancient. A secret power.”

      Tara looked from Daven to Luthian, her eyes growing wider. “Older than the arcane arts?”

      “Older,” Luthian said.

      “You mean the Nighlan?” Sam asked.

      Daven snorted. “I’d be careful with that. And it’s not the Nighlan. They have been clamoring for this place for too long. Some think the Academy was started simply to oppose the Nighlan, but it’s been alchemy that has done the real legwork. Not that users of the arcane arts haven’t benefited from it, but they would rather sit in the Academy, or sit on their council, or simply sit rather than take action. They don’t think there’s anything.”

      “So, what are they after?” Sam asked, looking at them. “I overheard Ferand talking about a lock.”

      “A lock that will unleash this power,” Luthian said. “At least, that’s what we think.” He watched Sam. “We don’t know what it is. But we came to prevent them from succeeding.”

      “And you’re not even curious what it is?”

      “There is no point in pursuing it. We have the power that we need.”

      “And what about the almanac?”

      “They believed they needed the almanac to reach the item of power. But they might not.”

      “Unless they figured out another way,” Sam said, pulling out the pages from his pocket and holding them up. “I might have helped them.”

      And it had been unintentional.

      “You are not to blame,” Luthian said. “Others who have more experience than you have been trying to prevent the Nighlan from gaining access to the Academy for a long time. For many years, the alchemists stationed here have served that role. The users of arcane arts have augmented, but the attack on alchemy within the Academy disrupted. Now…”

      “Now what?”

      “Now the Nighlan have begun their endgame. And unfortunately, they might succeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      They headed to the tunnels. Sam could feel pressure around him the same way he had before, but now that he could see, he was far more aware of the dampness along the walls. There was an energy in the air radiating from Tara as she held onto her power, but it also came from Daven and Luthian.

      “Why are we doing this ourselves?” Tara muttered.

      “We aren’t,” Daven said. “I’ve told you I’ve summoned help, but you two coming through that room suggests Bethal has found what she’s looking for.”

      “We didn’t see anything in that room,” Tara said.

      “Are you sure?” Luthian asked, an edge to his voice. Sam wondered what the man had experienced in the past to put that edge there. There was a darkness within him as well.

      “We didn’t really have time to investigate,” Sam admitted.

      “None have been able to find it. The alchemists have looked for the secret power for a long time. They know it’s within the Academy, but protections have existed to keep it safe. And even with the key, we haven’t found anything yet. Then again, there are natural protections within the Academy that help detect certain aspects of alchemy.”

      “The river,” Sam said.

      “That’s right,” Daven said.

      “Why, though?”

      “Alchemy combines many aspects of the natural world with aspects of the magical world. In a place like this, with the power of the river flowing above us, it allows both to merge.”

      They reached the end of the hall. From here, there was only the barrier that prevented them from stepping any further. Sam stopped in front of it, aware of it even before he could see it. From this side, it looked like nothing other than a plain section of wall.

      “Are you sure that’s it?” Daven asked.

      “That’s where they came through,” Luthian said.

      “What were you doing here?” Tara asked him.

      “Patrolling.”

      “Patrolling for what?”

      “Apparently for kids from the Academy.”

      “We’ve been searching for other ways into the alchemy tower. Mostly testing where Ferand might have gone in. And then when we saw him searching around here, we thought that he might’ve learned something.”

      Could the space that they had gone through be somehow tied to it?

      It had been protected. There had been a barrier, after all.

      “Are we ready?” Daven asked.

      “When will your help reach us?” Tara asked.

      “Soon.”

      “How?”

      “Because they’re situated within the Academy.”

      Daven nodded to Sam, who pressed the vrandal against the barrier. Now that the device was pulsing, the shift happened rapidly and allowed him to slide past. When he stepped through, power exploded toward him.

      Sam barely had an opportunity to react. He held his hand out, trying to brace himself. The vrandal pulsed with a surge of energy that coursed out from him far more rapidly than it had before. Deep green light erupted all around.

      Someone grunted behind him. He turned around and saw Tara, power building from her. She used the magic she’d learned from the book, and the spell streaked along the tunnel. For a moment, Sam thought it would hold whoever had attacked.

      “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to maintain this,” she said.

      The power exploded. It washed through the tunnel and slammed into Sam. He was thrown back, crashing into the barrier just as Daven stepped through, their heads colliding. There was a flash of light that soon faded. Sam shook his head, worried he’d been blinded again, but his eyesight returned after a few dazed moments.

      He took a steady breath and looked around. Where was Luthian? Pressure built behind him, and the barrier bulged.

      “Get up,” Sam said to Daven. The man lay motionless.

      Tara had gotten to her feet, her hands raised in front of her. She held onto another one of the spells they’d learned. “I don’t know if I can keep holding it,” she said.

      “Keep trying,” Sam said as an idea came to him.

      The time he’d spent while blind had allowed him to think through the various symbols that he had seen. He didn’t understand them, but there was a pattern that he had started to piece together and was beginning to think that he had answers to. Just needed time.

      Sam scanned the pages, looking for something that might be useful against whoever was in front of them.

      As he read the pages, he found one he thought might help. “Try this,” Sam said.

      He began to read aloud, talking about angulation, augmentation, various complex factors the arcane arts. Tara followed it all. She repeated everything he said, neither of their voices raised too loud. If the person across from them had a way of using the same power, they might counteract what they were doing. A white light built from Tara, rising with a vibrant intensity. Then the page was done.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “I think you release it.”

      Another explosion struck, though he couldn’t see where it came from. The tunnel echoed with that power, leaving debris raining around them.

      “Sam?”

      He looked over. Tara’s jaw remained clenched and her eyes drawn tight as she stared straight ahead of her. Sam looked at what she was watching.

      Through the raining of debris, a pair of men were fighting, though he couldn’t see much to identify either. Flashes of white light flared near green, surges of power that seemed incomprehensible.

      “Let it go,” he said softly.

      “It might take out all of them,” she said, her words clipped.

      “I know. Do it.”

      The power exploded from her, filling the entire tunnel with an enormous white light. There was a grunt from ahead, and Sam raced forward to see what they’d done. As the pale white light began to fade, he found a body lying on the ground and rolled it over.

      Ferand.

      Sam’s breath caught. He checked the man’s pulse to see if they’d done more than just incapacitate him.

      Tara leaned down. “Is he…”

      “He’s alive. I don’t know how we’re going to secure him, though.”

      She glanced behind her. Sam followed the direction of her gaze, and there was a green surge of energy. Luthian stepped through the barrier, striding toward them. He glanced over to Daven and held his hand out. For a moment, Sam had a rush of fear, worried that Luthian might be working against them. Then a deep green light channeled from Luthian to Daven, who gasped and sat up.

      “What happened?” Daven asked groggily.

      “When you stepped through, we were attacked,” Luthian said. “I was thrown back, and it took me a while to come around.” He stopped next to Sam and Tara, then hoisted Ferand off the ground. “Apparently, these students knocked Ferand out.”

      “You have some way of holding him?” Sam asked.

      “I might have something,” Luthian growled. He grabbed Ferand’s hand and pried it open, revealing a vrandal. Luthian used the energy from his own vrandal to remove Ferand’s. He stuffed the device into his pocket and then held the other man up against the tunnel wall. With a burst of green light, Ferand hung suspended.

      “This should hold him until we get back.”

      “Won’t he be able to escape?” Tara asked.

      “He might have an understanding of the arcane arts, but he still has quite a bit to learn about alchemy.” Daven came forward, shaking his head. “Come on. We need to get moving. They knew we were here.”

      They headed along the tunnel, with Sam staying close to Daven, Tara behind him, and Luthian took up the rear. Every so often, Sam glanced behind him in concern that Luthian might do something, but he showed no sign that he couldn’t be trusted. Sam sensed the next barrier.

      “This is it,” he said. “Is this where this item of power will be?”

      “Possibly,” Daven said.

      “Are we going to go with just the four of us?” Tara said.

      “No. Two.” Luthian push them back out of the way. “You two students need to stay behind.”

      “We can help. We did just stop Ferand.”

      “And you got lucky. If Bethal is working with them and searching for something of power, she might actually have a way of using it.”

      Daven and Luthian shared a look, and then deep green light began to build from both of their vrandal. They held them up to the barrier and stepped through. Sam and Tara looked at each other.

      “Maybe we should leave,” he whispered.

      He wanted to, but they wouldn’t be able to help if Daven and Luthian needed them. Not that he really thought they’d be able to help. These were powerful Alchemists who had complete control over their vrandals—something Sam still did not. If it came down to needing to use the device to protect himself, he didn’t know if he could, other than using the pages he had.

      Moments passed. And then more. There was still no sign of the other two returning. Sam stared at the barrier. There was energy within it, and every so often, it seemed as if the energy shifted. It was subtle, but he could still feel it. He couldn’t just stand here and do nothing, so he pressed the vrandal up against the barrier.

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

      “Whatever they find, I still have the key. I don’t know what it is, but shouldn’t we at least figure that out and be prepared?”

      Tara didn’t argue. She took his hand and nodded.

      Sam pressed his vrandal up against the barrier, and they stepped into the hidden room.

      A pit opened up in front of them, a section of the floor that was missing. A burst of light came from below.

      “How far does that go?” she whispered.

      “I don’t—”

      Something grabbed him. Sam spun to see Ferand behind him, stepping through the barrier. He tried to shake the man off, but he had a firm grip on Sam’s arm.

      “Did you really think you were going to be able to—”

      Tara’s magic grabbed Ferand and tossed him toward the pit. His scream cut off suddenly.

      “What did you do?” Sam asked.

      “I don’t know. I just reacted.”

      Sam leaned over the edge of the opening. It was a small hole, but stairs spiraled down around it. He started down when Tara grabbed his arm.

      “We need to see what’s down there,” he said.

      “We do? I think the others have this.”

      “They need us,” he said, pulling the pages out of his pocket and showing them to her. “They might need us to use that power again.”

      Tara let out a sigh of frustration before nodding.

      Sam started down the stairs again, staying close to the wall. They spiraled into the darkness, from which came occasional flashes of white and green. When they reached flat ground, a cavern opened up in front of them. There was a wide space far ahead, where light bloomed from within. It surged almost as if there was a smattering of power, alternating between green and white, one after another. A greenish light exploded.

      “Where did Ferand go?” Tara asked.

      Sam looked around. He would’ve expected to have passed Ferand’s body, but there was no sign of him. Had he survived the fall? It was probably forty stairs down

      They slowly approached the opening in the distance. Sam kept thinking that there would have to be a lock somewhere, as he had overheard the Grandam and Ferand talking about needing the key for something. But it was an open room. There was very little to it, other than a circular room with a strange pattern on the floor in the center. Colors swept through the room, a mixture of pale white and green, also yellow and red and even a hint of purple.

      Luthian and Daven were in the middle of the room, battling with their vrandals. Sam took a moment to observe, scarcely able to realize what was that he was seeing. There was power exploding from them. They had the vrandal’s that glowed with deep green light, and they created something that looked very much like angulation, exploding power out from them. He frowned at it before looking down at his own key. Could he do something like that?

      He didn’t have much time to contemplate it. He felt a surge of arcane arts, a familiar sense of energy, and he looked over to see the Grandam near one wall, holding tightly to some small cylindrical device.

      Another alchemical creation.

      She was battling, blasting at them, power exploding toward them.

      Daven and Luthian fought, and while they seemed to have skill, they didn’t have the same that the Grandam did. She was a master of the arcane arts, and she was using constructs of alchemy.

      “Where is Ferand?” Tara whispered.

      Almost too late, Sam felt something behind him.

      He immediately triggered the vrandal, and it sent a surge of power out from him, slamming into Ferand.

      “He has the key!” the Grandam said, shouting across the room.

      Sam jerked his head around.

      When he did, he realized that it wasn’t just the Grandam and Ferand here. There were three others.

      He didn’t recognize any of them. At least they were not instructors at the Academy, so that much was reassuring. They had enough infiltration within the Academy already, and they didn’t need anymore. Still, they were outnumbered.

      And that made all of this that much more challenging.

      Sam focused, readying another attack.

      He didn’t have much choice but to be prepared.

      He balled his fist up again and then again prepared for another blast of power.

      When he used it, he could feel the vrandal tingling against his hand.

      Tara grabbed him and pulled him into the room.

      “I think we’re going the wrong way,” he said.

      “Not much choice,” she said, motioning past Ferand.

      There was another shadowy form that had appeared.

      Daven rushed toward Sam, keeping his back to him as he deflected the Grandam’s attacks. “You two need to get out of here. What are you thinking?”

      If Sam were honest, he would acknowledge that they weren’t really thinking.

      “We can help.”

      “You have the key.” Daven turned to him. “I told you that the one you have is the very first one. It’s the one that the others have been made from. And if they think it can open something here…” He shook his head. “We can’t let them succeed.”

      A burst of power exploded again, and it slammed into Sam, throwing him forward.

      He tried to get up but then saw Tara, then Daven, attacked with the same power. They were each thrown forward.

      Sam landed near the central part of the chamber with the discolored stone. He got to his hands and knees, looking over. The stone here was made of something unusual. Strange striations of color were built within it, almost as if it shimmered. But that wasn’t all that he noticed.

      Alchemy symbols were etched into it as well.

      His breath caught.

      That was the lock.

      He looked over and found Tara crawling toward him. Her jaw was clenched, her face drawn otherwise. There was a look of determination blazing in her eyes, and her pale white arcane arts flashed within her.

      Another surge of white came, and for a moment, Sam thought it came from the Grandam. It was from the hall leading into this chamber.

      More Nighlan?

      As he turned to look, he saw Havash striding toward the hall. Power built from him, and a complicated angulated pattern began to swirl out from him.

      He sent it toward the Grandam.

      “I should have known you were working against the Academy,” Havash said. He stood with his hands held in front of him. They were moving in a steady pattern, creating lines of angulation that were far more complicated than Sam could even follow. “You have always been eager.”

      “Eager? I have lived in the Academy my entire life trying to understand, but it wasn’t until I heard of what they were hiding. You know the dangers of alchemy.”

      “I know the truth of alchemy,” Havash said.

      She laughed a deep and painful sort of sound. “You want the same power as I do.” She snorted. “It’s why you tried to claim him for yourself.”

      Sam could practically feel the weight of her gaze upon him.

      “Perhaps I wanted power at one time,” Havash said. He moved his hands in another quick angulated pattern, and a circle of light spiraled from him. It sped toward the Grandam, then parted, slamming into two of the others near them. He stepped forward. His gaze paused on Sam and Tara for a moment before he turned back to the Grandam. “I learned better. I learned I was not suited for it.”

      “Then you were too shortsighted. All I need to do is unlock this, and power beyond anything the alchemists protected will be available to me.”

      She turned to Havash and focused. There was a buildup, and when a sheet of angulated power came streaking toward him, he tried to deflect, but whatever the Grandam had used on him was beyond what Havash could avoid. He was thrown back, and he didn’t get up.

      The Grandam turned her attention to Sam, striding toward him.

      Tara tried to attack, but the Grandam easily dismissed it. When she reached Sam, the Grandam grabbed him. He tried to use a burst of power out of himself, trying to trigger the vrandal, but it washed harmlessly over her.

      “You will trigger the lock,” she said.

      Sam shook his head, but the Grandam shoved him forward.

      “This was not a request.”

      “You don’t even know what it does,” he said. “You don’t even understand what you are trying to free.”

      Sam had been searching for answers about what lock might be hidden within the Academy, and there had been nothing. Not within the almanac and not within any of the other alchemy books available to him.

      Something like that would be dangerous to trigger without knowing the truth.

      “I know that it is the key to power.”

      She shoved him forward, and waved her hand around her, twisting her wrist, and a beam of pale white began to build around her, creating a barricade that surrounded them, keeping anyone from getting too close. There were other blasts of arcane arts that struck at that barrier, but it bounced harmlessly away.

      Sam tried to use his own connection to the vrandal, needing to overwhelm the Grandam, but his attempt faded, and I failed.

      “Use the key.”

      He looked down at the stone. It shimmered, and there was something about it that seemed to demand that he pressed the key down upon it, though he wasn’t sure what it was. He wasn’t sure how.

      “I won’t.”

      “Use it, or I will.”

      When Sam refused, she wrapped him in what could only be described as some layer of the arcane arts and shoved him forward. She slammed his hand down upon the stone, and though he tried to avoid activating the vrandal, there came a burst of green energy from it.

      And then the stone started to shift.

      The colors that shimmered were a series of different streaks of green and white and yellow and then purple.

      Power started to bubble up.

      The Grandam released him, and Sam staggered back helplessly.

      The power that came from the stone was incredible. Sam couldn’t even deny that there was power there. She had done it.

      She stood on either side of it, and then the glowing began to shift.

      He noticed something different. It started to take shape.

      At first, it was indistinct.

      Then it began to take greater shape.

      It looked like a person.

      The Grandam stood before that man-like shape glowing with a greenish-white energy.

      Power burst from it, slamming into the Grandam.

      Her eyes widened, and she dropped to her knees.

      Whatever this was not some kindhearted power. This was malevolent energy.

      Sam pushed the vrandal up against the barrier that the Grandam informed and felt it ease. He slipped through it, stumbling toward Tara.

      She looked up at him, eyes wide. “We couldn’t get into you,” she said.

      Sam looked around. The others had been defeated, though Sam couldn’t see Ferand. Havash and Chasten were there, along with Luthian and Daven, all of them circling this stone. They were each holding their unique kind of power.

      “I don’t know what this is,” Sam said. “It was power, but it’s almost like she released someone, not something.”

      Tara turned. “We might be able to counter it,” she said. She pulled out the pages that Sam had copied and that the Grandam had taken. “Which of these do you think will be most effective?”

      Sam had looked at each of them, and he knew immediately which one he would try.

      “There’s one for some sort of protective layering,” he said.

      He hurriedly sorted through the mentally found the one that he thought would be the most effective.

      Then he held the vrandal up against it.

      It triggered, but it didn’t work quite as effectively as he thought that he needed to.

      He stared at the page.

      Did he really need the vrandal?

      He might be able to try something else. He had studied, and he had mastered the patterns, and he thought that maybe he would be able to use what he had learned.

      And if so…

      He started reading.

      It was mostly by memory, but there were flashes of the vrandal that would cause some of the symbols to shift. Terraform the angulation, formed the augmentation, and surprisingly, Havash joined in, nodding to her. The two of them work side-by-side, and then he noticed something else.

      Chasten was there, holding onto his connection to the arcane arts. It wasn’t nearly as powerful and didn’t glow as brightly as Havash or Tara, but he tried to help. The three of them began to form the layer. It pushed toward the barricade that the Grandam formed.

      It didn’t go through it, though.

      “Daven and Luthian,” Sam called out. “I need you to lift the barrier. Use your vrandal.”

      They looked over to him before pressing her hands forward, and greenish light began to build. He didn’t know if the alchemy within their vrandal would be nearly as effective as the key, but as they pressed toward it, it started to lift.

      It was enough.

      They slid the protective barrier underneath the layer that the Grandam had formed.

      And in doing so, there was pressure.

      Sam could feel it.

      “It hurts,” Tara said.

      “Keep pushing,” Sam urged.

      He didn’t know what they were doing, and he didn’t know if this would make a difference, but he couldn’t help feeling as if they had to stop whatever was here.

      He finished reading the page.

      Tara’s jaw was tight. Havash’s brow was coated with sweat. Chasten stood, calm. There was a distinct tension within him.

      “Release it,” Sam said.

      When they did, there came a flash.

      Sam could feel the pressure building, the power they were pushing against them, and from there…

      The pattern settled. The flash burst, and the barrier that the Grandam had been holding faded.

      When it did, both the Grandam and the man-like figure of light were gone.
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      Sam sat in the small chamber, looking around. All of this for the hidden room, and with something that he had no idea the purpose behind it. There was a mess here, and the carpet that had covered the floor was rolled up against the wall. The hole that had opened was now sealed shut. He learned that there was a trigger for it, much like a trigger for every place within the Academy that granted access to the tunnels.

      Tara sat across from him, leaning forward on her elbows. They had visited this place a few times in the days since the attack, seeking answers. Sam sensed a buildup of power and looked up in time to see somebody coming through the barrier from the Academy side. It was Chasten.

      “Just you?” Sam asked.

      Chasten smiled and took a seat. “For now. The others are ensuring the Academy is still safe.”

      “I have a sense the Academy can’t be safe anymore.”

      “It’s not so much that the Academy is safe as there are different dangers. They succeeded, and whatever and whoever they released is now out there. We all need to prepare.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m going to work with the alchemists,” Chasten said. “And you and Ms. Stone need to continue to work through the almanac and understand what you can if the alchemists need access to that. Others within the Academy might as well.”

      “We’re just students,” Sam said.

      “You were never just a student, even when you first came here. And now you have a different potential altogether.” Chasten watched him.

      “Few people can survive what you have,” Chasten added.

      “Facing the Nighlan?”

      “Perhaps that,” the older man said, smiling. “That isn’t quite what I’m referring to, no. What I mean is that few people would be able to survive blocking off as much power as you have.”

      Sam laughed. “I don’t have any power.”

      “You do. That is what Ms. Stone released. I think that was why it was so difficult for you to see even after she did. You have power. You must have it, for you are capable of using the key.”

      “What sort of power is it?” Tara asked. “It is different than the arcane arts, isn’t it?”

      Chasten took a deep breath, looking around the room. “We have long suspected that the true users of alchemy have something different than those who use the arcane arts. I’m an alchemist, but I’m not a pure alchemist. I know that doesn’t make much sense to you, and to be honest, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to me, either. I trained in the Academy many years ago.” He smiled. “As you can undoubtedly tell. And then I left, taking what I learned of alchemy, using what I knew of the arcane arts, and set up shop within Tavran.”

      Sam frowned at him. “You. You’re Belianrash.”

      “What? No,” Tara said, looking from Sam to Chasten.

      “I think I’m right,” he said. He turned to Chasten. “Aren’t I?”

      Chasten spread his hands. “At your service. I have some talent with alchemy, which brought me back to the Academy after the attack. And it’s why they permitted me to come for testing, though I’ve been looking for other information. I have always known that I do not have the true depths of alchemy. And I’ve been trying to understand why. I can’t say that I have the answer, but I can say that we will keep looking. But you, Sam, do. You have power, the ability to grasp alchemy. And it’s time that you focus on that.”

      “And what about you?”

      “Well, for now, the Academy needs an alchemist, so I will stay, but eventually, I suspect a real alchemist will take my place.”

      He smiled at them and waved them away.

      Sam and Tara gradually departed, making their way through the Study Hall.

      “It can’t be him,” she said.

      Sam shrugged. “It makes sense.”

      “Why would he go by a different name?”

      “We only know his first name,” Sam pointed out.

      “I can’t believe it. When I was younger, we’d go to his store, and I would always long for some of the different items he had there. Never expected to get to know him, nor did I think that I would ever have a chance to meet him.”

      “And now you have. Don’t you feel special?”

      She glowered at him. Then she took his hand, guiding him with her.

      “What now?”

      “Well, I think I’m hungry.”

      “It’s a good thing it’s probably dinnertime.”

      “And it might be good for me to visit with James, maybe wave at my sister, as I can’t imagine that she will want to actually talk to me—”

      “You understand why that is, don’t you?” Tara said.

      “I do,” Sam said. “But that doesn’t mean I like it.”

      All of this bothered him more than I probably should, but perhaps that was because he had been cut off from his sister. Then again, there had been that nagging doubt that he didn’t belong. Perhaps he didn’t, but increasingly he believed that he was going to stay. If that were the case, then he had to find a way to connect—or reconnect, as the case may be—with Mia. It was the reason that he had come, after all.

      He just had to find a way to do so without raising attention to the fact that they were siblings.

      Sam was smart. He would come up with something.

      “Do you still think that you’re going to have to leave at the end of your first year?”

      Sam touched the vrandal, feeling the energy within it. “You know what, I don’t. I might not be able to pass some of the exams, but I think that my understanding of the concepts should be enough to carry me through.”

      She started to laugh. “Should be?”

      “Well, as long as I have somebody to help me study.”

      “Let me guess. You think that I’m going to have to help you with this?”

      “I was hoping you might be interested in making sure that I stick around.”

      “I am a fourth-year student, Sam. I can’t guarantee that I’m going to be here much longer.”

      “Oh, I don’t think you’re going to abandon the Academy anytime soon. Besides, now that you know about the almanac, I can’t believe that you would give up the chance to keep learning from it.”

      She grinned at him. “No. Not with what is in there. I think I need to know as much as possible.” She squeezed his hand. “Sort of like someone else that I know.”

      They reached one of the entrances to the Study Hall and paused, listening for a moment, before triggering the door. It opened with a soft grinding.

      “There’s another reason you probably want to stay,” Sam said, nodding behind him. “We have much more of the Academy to explore.” He winked at her.

      Tara shook her head. “Maybe I will do that on my own.”

      “You need me. And the vrandal.”

      “Or I just need you.”

      He smiled. There was enough for him to feel almost as if he belonged here.
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        * * *

      

      Grab the next book in The Alchemist: Alchemist Illusion.
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      Sam is bound to an unstable power that he doesn’t understand.

      Having thwarted an attack on the Academy and learning the extent of the Nighlan infiltration, Sam knows that he must master true alchemy. It’s an impossible power that he still can’t believe he possesses, and it might be the key to staying at the Academy.

      When War comes to Tavran, Sam is helpless to stop it, though believes the almanac holds the answer—if he can understand it in time.

      A trained alchemist would know how to use the almanac, but none remain, leaving Sam as the only one with that power in the city.

      Mastering his power will take more than his quick mind and what he's learned during his time at the Academy, but it might not be enough to help those he cares about most.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Alchemist Assault. 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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