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      The air was cold. Biting. It was unlike anything that Sam had felt before. He tried to pull his robe tight around him, but it wasn’t warm enough. It was a simple Academy robe, designed for the comfort of the halls, not for the strange cold they’d traveled to using the conduits.

      “What do you think of this?” Joiner asked.

      He strode toward Sam, his boots crunching across the snow. Sam had never seen snow before, at least not up close. There were parts of the Barlands where snow fell, but it was usually in the peaks, far removed. He never bothered to venture toward those peaks, wanting nothing to do with them.

      “Why did you think to bring me here?”

      “I thought you might be intrigued by this.” Joiner swept his hands around him, waving at the landscape. “You keep wanting to explore those lanterns, and I thought maybe I could show you something of them.”

      Sam shivered. He tried to draw upon the source, and as he did, he could feel it flooding within him. Several different access points were within his reach, and that power bloomed within, but there were no patterns that he knew that would keep him warm. Joiner didn’t seem to have any difficulty though. Maybe there were patterns that would keep him warm, and Sam just had to pay attention to what Joiner was doing.

      The problem for him was that he wasn’t able to see anything. Joiner knew techniques to mitigate Sam’s ability to see the source or even follow the patterns that he used. And because of that, Sam could not track the kind of energy Joiner pulled upon right now.

      “I’m intrigued,” Sam said. “But now I want us to go back.”

      “Oh, we will. But I think we need to keep exploring.”

      Sam followed him. Though he wished he understood just what it was Joiner intended to show him, he knew better. These were the kind of lessons that Sam thought that he needed. After they had fought—and seemingly defeated, however slightly it seemed at the time—Rasan Tel, he had been looking for information about how to reach for more access points.

      “You did well opening the conduit,” Joiner said. “I haven’t been sure how successful you would be with it.”

      “You let me do it anyway?”

      “I think you need the experience. I’m not going to take that from you, especially as the conduit is a means to something more.”

      “Voran,” Sam said.

      Joiner glanced over. “You don’t have to pretend like you haven’t been visiting it.”

      “I have been,” Sam said.

      “Just you?”

      “Tara and me.”

      “You haven’t brought Lilith.” It was a statement, rather than a question, though Joiner sounded as if he were slightly disappointed.

      “I’m worried about what would happen if I were to bring her there,” Sam said.

      “I don’t think you’re the one who’s worried about it, are you?”

      Sam shook his head. “It’s Tara,” he said.

      “I don’t blame Ms. Stone for her concern. Lilith served Rasan Tel. As far as we can tell, she no longer does, but there is always the possibility that she’s keeping something from us.”

      “She’s already kept something from us.”

      “She has,” Joiner agreed. “But it’s not a reason to keep her back. We don’t understand what she’s gone through. I don’t know that we can. But we can try to understand how much she wants to help us.”

      “I understand.”

      “I hope you do, Sam. I may get summoned away to deal with the Nighlan, and if so, I want you to be prepared for the possibility of the danger you may face. I might not be there to help next time.”

      “Again, I understand.”

      “Good. Now why don’t we talk about what we need to do here?” Joiner flashed a smile, and as he did, he motioned to everything around him. “I’d like to see what you can feel. Use the source.”

      “Here?”

      “The source can be used in different ways, Samran. You have used it in ways that the almanac has described before, but what I’m asking from you is something else. I think that we need to find another method for you to be able to reach the source and to understand what’s around you.”

      “Why?” His boots crunched against the snow. They were the only thing that that protected his feet against the cold, and though Sam wished he wore something more that might keep out the chill, he had only the cloak, and that was simply not enough.

      Joiner glanced over to him. “You spent so much time studying and not enough time experiencing.”

      “Because everything I need to learn is in the books in the library. Or if not the library within the Academy, then the library in Voran.”

      Sam had never been to a library like that before. The knowledge that was there was unlike anything he had ever seen. It was incredible. He couldn’t understand most of what was there, at least not yet, but if he could reach for more access points, he had to believe he would be able to. In time. For now, he had to work with the little bit that he could do and try to find some answers.

      “Which is exactly your problem,” Joiner said. “You rely upon what you can read, but you don’t rely upon what you can see or feel. How do you think those first alchemists learned?”

      “I suppose they practiced, experimented, and found a way to uncover the truth.”

      “Something like that,” he said. “Which is what I want from you. If there’s one thing my mentor taught, it’s that there are certain things that I would need to know, and certain things I would need to learn but wouldn’t be able to find in the books within the library. Both the Academy library and the library in Voran. Those answers aren’t there.”

      Sam watched him. The air swirled, carrying faint wisps of snow, and it lifted around him, making it difficult for him to see much of anything. The air was cold and painful. Somehow, Joiner didn’t seem troubled by it.

      Sam continued to follow and then stopped when Joiner stopped.

      “Try it here,” Joiner said. “The longer that you stand here, feeling the energy around you, the more that you can start to feel everything.”

      Sam shrugged, and though the cold swirled around him, he decided that it was worthwhile to at least try. That was what Joiner wanted. He stood and opened himself to the source. That energy filled him.

      It was a flood of power. Sam knew there were ways to constrict it, trying to tighten it so that he didn’t draw upon that power beyond what he needed, but he hadn’t managed to limit it. He could call upon it, but even doing so seemed to challenge him.

      The flood of power filled him. And Joiner looked over, watching him.

      “What are you doing with it?” Joiner asked.

      “I’m trying to decide what I might be able to use it for.”

      “And what can you see?”

      There was a hint of a smile on Joiner’s mouth, a playful expression that made it seem as if he were toying with Sam.

      “I’m trying to feel for whatever power is here,” he said.

      “Fine,” Joiner said. “Let’s assume there is some power here you can reach. And let’s assume that whatever you can do with it will tell you the answers that you need. Now what are you going to do?”

      “How am I supposed to do it?”

      “That’s the question that I’m asking you,” Joiner said. “You have a torrent of the source. I can feel it sliding off of you. And I suspect you are already starting to reach for one of the other access points, aren’t you?”

      As a matter of fact, Sam had been.

      “And in doing so, what else have you been testing?”

      “I’ve been testing whether there were ways for me to feel anything here.”

      “Have you?”

      “Maybe I haven’t.” He shrugged. “Again, I’m not exactly sure what you want from me.”

      Joiner turned to Sam. He crossed his arms over his chest. It seemed as if his robes did not move in the wind the way that Sam’s robes did. “How long have you been at the Academy?”

      “Almost a year,” Sam said.

      “And how much have you learned in your classroom sessions?”

      “Almost nothing.”

      “How much have you learned in the library?”

      “Everything.”

      Joiner jabbed Sam in the chest. He shook his head. “Not everything. You learned many things. But you haven’t learned everything. Think of your experience with the Nighlan. When you’ve encountered the Nighlan, what did it take to stop them?”

      “It took what I learned in the library,” he said.

      “When they broke into the Academy, what did you do?”

      Sam shrugged. “I suppose I added a tracing of the source into the patterns that Havash and some of the others had placed throughout the Study Halls, trying to lock the Nighlan off so that they couldn’t reach there.”

      “And did you read about that in any book?”

      “No,” he said.

      “As you continue to progress and attempt to deal with Rasan Tel, you are going to find that there are certain things you will need to do to stop him. You will also find there are things that you won’t be able to do to stop him. There are some answers in the books that you can read. Voran is a good starting point. But it’s complicated, as I’m sure you’ve seen.”

      “Because not all knowledge is there. That’s the point you’re trying to make.”

      “Because Rasan Tel knows things that we don’t,” Joiner said. “The only way that I had a chance of countering him was because he was partially imprisoned. Had he not been, I doubt that I would’ve been able to do much against him. Even with that partial imprisonment, he was nearly too much for me. It took you, Sam, to help limit his ability.”

      “Then how can I have a chance of stopping him if you can’t?” Sam’s shoulders slumped at the idea.

      “Because you also have experienced parts of the world that he hasn’t. I am confident that you can do this, Sam. You just need to take time to try to figure out what it is that you will need to do, and then try to find if you can do it well enough to overpower him.” He turned in place, holding his hands out, and swept them around himself in a tight circle. “I am optimistic you can do that. Now, I would like us to try again.”

      “And then want?”

      “And then we will keep trying until you can tell me something that you have uncovered that you didn’t know before.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      “Then Rasan Tel and the Nighlan may already have won.”

      Sam turned away and began to focus, feeling for the source and using it in a faint pattern that he sent swirling around him. In doing so, he looked at Joiner, watching him and wondering if he might say something that would help Sam understand, but there wasn’t. This was something Sam was going to have to do on his own.

      Was he right?

      Maybe he was. Maybe Sam was too reliant upon what he learned in the library and not enough on what he experienced on his own. There were things that he had discovered on his own, things that he would never have learned from the books within the library, but it was what he had learned in the library that had helped him manage that.

      He found Joiner watching him even more intently, and he couldn’t tell if the man was pleased with himself or annoyed with Sam. Maybe it was both. He focused on the source and tried to call that power to him, but already he could tell that some aspect of it wasn’t going to work the way that he needed it to. Already, Sam could tell that he wasn’t going to satisfy whatever it was that Joiner wanted from him. The source seemed to be slipping away.

      And if he couldn’t, maybe it meant that he would fail.

      If he did, they all might.
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      “He brought you where?” Tara asked, leaning over the table. Her voice was nothing more than a whisper.

      “Out into some ice field,” Sam muttered. The inside of the library was quiet. This was the Academy library, not Voran, though they had spent time in both lately. “He said that I needed to learn something outside of the library.”

      “Well, maybe there’s something to that,” she said. “But it seems to me an odd way for him to teach that. Why bring you there?”

      “The better question is how he brought me there,” Sam said. “There were no lanterns. At least, not that I saw.”

      “But you said you were the one who carried you.”

      “I did, but he nudged, if that makes any sort of sense.”

      “I suppose that it does. It would be the same as if I were to nudge.”

      “Or Rasan Tel,” Sam said.

      They were careful to use his name only in places where they were certain no one else could hear. Not that saying it gave him power, but they didn’t want other people raising questions about Rasan Tel, who he was, and what he might do to them.

      “We could ask her,” Sam suggested, reluctant to say her name to Tara.

      Tara frowned. “You can ask her whatever you want,” she said. “But I’m not going to be involved.” She sat up and pulled the books closer to her. They were books on advanced angulation and had been borrowed from the restricted section at Havash’s insistence, offering her resources that she wouldn’t have been able to reach otherwise. At least, not technically reach. They were able to get into the restricted section by using the Study Halls, but they tried not to do so any longer. Now that there were more people who understood that the Study Halls were there, they didn’t enjoy the same privacy that they once had.

      “You seem so upset by her,” he said.

      “Well, if you really considered what she’s done to you, you might be upset as well. But you let yourself get caught up in other aspects, and you ignored the things she did to you, so maybe you can’t.”

      “Tara—”

      Tara stood, grabbing the books and appearing ready to leave. “I’m going to go get some food and then maybe some rest. You can go and talk to her all you want, and maybe see if she can’t give you some secrets.” She stormed away.

      Sam leaned back and glanced around the library. It was quiet, as it often was at this time of day. Sam had returned to his classes in the Academy after having confronted Rasan Tel, but his classes had begun to challenge him in ways that they hadn’t before. Not through the material that he was expected to learn—Sam had already mastered what he thought he would need to know in order for him to pass on to the second year. It was more about what he had to do to keep alert in those classes. They bored him. Any time he tried to approach Havash, he found his request ignored.

      Tara had no sympathy for him. Whenever he talked to her about how he felt, she made a point of reminding him that she had gone through something similar. She had felt the same boredom when she had been in his level and then every other year since. He supposed that he understood that. She had struggled, but perhaps it was for a different reason than he knew.

      But Sam wondered if he could put up with the classes for the remainder of the year. He didn’t want to leave the Academy. At least, he didn’t want to leave the Academy just yet, especially as he felt like he was finally coming to terms with his place. It wasn’t in the main part of the Academy, though. What he needed instead was to gain an understanding of what he might be able to learn when he spent time in the alchemy tower.

      Alchemy was what he wanted to master. Alchemy was what he needed to master.

      And he believed that Tara understood, especially as he believed that she knew the truth, but she wanted to keep him in classes, or at least around her classes, until she was done with the Academy.

      She was close. She had to finish this year, take whatever tests were involved in that, and then she could pass on. Sam knew the tests involved proving to each of the masters that students had accomplished what the instructors wanted of them in each of the topics—and not only in the arcane arts. There were times when he thought that he might be able to pass some of those tests now, though not all of them. And despite how he remembered nearly everything he read, he would never be able to demonstrate true arcane arts, and so might never be able to graduate the way that Tara inevitably would.

      Sam had not asked her what she would do once she graduated from the Academy. They had talked about it before, and he knew that there was a time when she had wanted to be a part of the Tavran Council, but that desire had shifted as well. He had seen her concern about how she’d been involved in the war with the Nighlan, and yet he wasn’t sure whether that was still the case. She had willingly gone into battle with him.

      He got up, looking around the library. This wasn’t where he wanted to study anyway. There were other places and other ways for him to study, though he hadn’t gone to Voran without Tara. Not that he feared going there, but he feared Tara’s response, which might be the same. She would be angry if she learned that he had gone without her.

      So he didn’t go.

      It impeded his development, though. He didn’t say that to her, and he wouldn’t, but he needed Voran. There were limits to what he could learn in the almanac that he had. The others that were available in Voran contained more complicated material than what he could learn any other way.

      That was what he wanted. That knowledge was what he needed.

      But even that limited him.

      He could only reach five different access points of the source. Joiner could reach more than twenty.

      When Sam tried to reach for a sixth, the power of the source flooded through him, moving too quickly for him to reach and nearly overwhelming him. There had to be some way to reach for the other access points, but according to Joiner and Lilith it was a matter of time and experience. Over time, he would develop greater control over the source, and with enough experience he would come to know just what he needed to do to reach for that and have the necessary control to use it.

      When he headed toward the door, he caught a glimpse of another student entering. It was his sister, Mia. As soon as she saw him, she turned and headed the opposite direction.

      Sam wanted to give chase. He wanted to talk to her, especially as there seemed to be so much that she needed to know. He had learned things about their family that he hadn’t known before, things that he thought were true but were hard for him to even comprehend. Such as how his father had known about the source.

      And had even known Rasan Tel.

      But even if he were to approach Mia with that information, how would she absorb it? He didn’t know whether she would appreciate learning that truth, or if so much time had gone by since their parents had disappeared that it no longer mattered to her.

      It mattered to him only because he understood the source and knew that he had a way of controlling it, but he wondered if it would matter to her. Mia didn’t access the source, and he didn’t know if she even cared to try. She had no reason to worry about those things, no reason to even consider them, and nothing he had to say might make a difference to her.

      He stepped out of the library, nodding briefly at the librarian, an older man named Nevin who was known to be faithful to the Academy, unlike other librarians who had been here. When Sam stepped out in the hallway, his sister had gone.

      He sighed.

      Moving along the hall, he glanced in the direction of Havash’s office before heading down the stairs. There was a time when he would’ve gone to his own tower, but he had abandoned that, taking up residence within the alchemy tower. He still had some belongings within the tolath tower, but not many. So he headed down. Maybe Joiner would be there.

      When he entered the alchemy tower, he heard the sound of voices. And Joiner.

      He was giving a lesson.

      Had Sam overlooked a class?

      He didn’t think so. He was careful, especially within the alchemy tower, about not wanting to lose his standing. Even though he was a first-year student, he was the highest-ranking alchemy student. It didn’t matter what year he was. All that mattered was that he had knowledge and skill when it came to alchemy.

      And Sam had worked with Tara to ensure that she had the same level. She didn’t have his talent, mostly because she couldn’t access the source, and that seemed to be tied to part of alchemy, but she could do certain things.

      Sam stepped into the great room of the alchemy tower, and Joiner glanced over to him. The other students leered, but Joiner kept talking.

      “And now,” he said, “I would like you all to see if you can use this lesson to try your own attempt at this type of alchemy.” He looked over to Sam and then the others before turning away.

      Sam looked around the alchemy tower. Had they truly held a lesson without him and Tara? He glanced at the table with the other alchemy students. There were several that he couldn’t stand, mostly because he had difficulty with them outside of the tower, but there were a few he had come to know, even if he wasn’t necessarily friends with them. Sam was wise enough to be friendly at least.

      He caught up to Joiner as the man headed toward the stairs. “You didn’t want to tell Tara and I about your class?”

      Joiner locked eyes with him. “Did you really need my class?”

      “I don’t know. What were you talking about?”

      Joiner snorted. “There are some lessons meant for lower-level students, Sam. Other lessons are meant for higher-level students. And I think that someone like you would know the difference.”

      “Is there anything I can help with?”

      Joiner arched a brow. “Now you want to teach?”

      “I don’t know what’s expected of me,” he said, looking toward the other room. “When we were able to go to Chasten’s alchemy shop, it was different.”

      Joiner’s face soured. “Yes. I suppose that is true. Well, you can still keep working on your own form of alchemy, but there may be other limitations.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “And there may be certain things that will be denied to you. Not because you shouldn’t have access to them, but simply because we don’t have the same resources that Chasten did.”

      Sam nodded. “Understood.” Joiner started up the stairs, but Sam called after him. “When should I meet with you again?”

      Joiner paused. “What do you think that I have withheld from you, Sam?”

      “It’s not what you withheld from me. It’s just that . . . Well, maybe you have withheld it. I’m hoping to try to reach for another access point.”

      “Of course you are.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Joiner turned him. “Have you ever given any thought to the fact that you are reaching for a kind of power that you can’t quite understand? That even if you could reach it, you wouldn’t be able to control it?” Joiner took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “The key is not just reaching for the different access points.” He remained standing on the stairs, practically looming over Sam, looking down upon him. “Though you seem to think that is the key. There is an element of it that is tied to simply reaching for it, grasping at the access point, and drawing that power to you. But there are other aspects to it as well. And that is what you must understand.”

      “What is the other piece?”

      Joiner smiled at him. “Again, you hope to be told rather than to try and find for yourself. If I tell you the answer, it’s not going to mean nearly as much as it would were I to allow you to find it.”

      “I want to find it,” Sam said, careful now because he didn’t want to anger Joiner, who was the only person that he had who could teach him. Perhaps Lilith could, but Sam wasn’t exactly sure how much Lilith was willing. “But I also think I need to try to find something else. I need to understand more. If Rasan Tel attacks, and I’m unprepared, how are we supposed to fight back?”

      Joiner grimaced uncomfortably. “Considering that I’m unprepared, I don’t know that there is any real answer to that, Sam. I am trying to get you ready the only way I know how. Were there another method, I would use it. Unfortunately, this is how I was taught.” There was an earnestness to Joiner’s comments now, something that hadn’t been there before. “I have tried to guide you in different ways, wanting to show you whatever I can, helping you try to find an answer. My answer is not going to be your answer, which is the real truth that you need to find.”

      Joiner watched him for a moment before striding up the stairs and disappearing into the Academy. His truth wasn’t going to be Sam’s truth? What did that even mean?

      He had made it clear that Sam needed to find answers on his own. And Sam had done everything he thought he could to do so, but every attempt to try to find those answers had left him floundering. It was why he was willing to go to the library, and why he was willing to read as much as he could. The library had access to hundreds upon hundreds of references from countless other people who had come before him and knew things that he simply could not know.

      And regardless of what Joiner might say, it was that which he needed to know. Sam glanced down the alchemy stairs, considering going down to the remainder of the tower, but decided against it.

      He couldn’t go up. That brought him deeper into the Academy.

      He felt as if he were stuck. Not a part of this world, not a part of the other.

      And he didn’t know what it was going to take for him to join either.

      Or maybe he’d have to find a way beyond.

      But he would have to do so before the Nighlan made their move. He was certain that would happen, and he had no idea how he’d be able to react when it did. But it wasn’t just the Nighlan that worried him.

      Sam had been there when Rasan Tel had made his attack. He had felt the power, and had felt the complexity of his different access points to the source. Sam knew that he could not compete with that.

      Even if he were told how to reach for more access points, would it matter? And that, perhaps more than anything else, might have been the reason Joiner was trying to guide him the way that he was. Sam couldn’t rush what he needed to know. Rasan Tel had taken years to gain that mastery. How could he hope to gain it in much less time?

      Sam took a seat on the stairs as those thoughts stewed in his mind.
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      A somber sort of silence hung over the library in Voran.

      Sam leaned over the book, his eyes blurry from staring at the text for as long as he had, still unable to piece together everything that he wanted to learn. And this was just one book out of many in this library. He took a deep breath. The musty air of the ancient building filled his nostrils, and he tried to rub some of the fatigue out of his eyes.

      “We don’t have to stay here,” Tara said.

      She sat across from him, her black hair hanging in front of her eyes, head bent over as she studied the book in front of her. She hadn’t moved in the time that they had been here. Much like him, Tara was dedicated to trying to find as many answers as quickly as possible. The library in Voran was the key. He was certain of it.

      Sam pushed the book back. He had been reading about digging into the source, reaching for a dozen access points. A dozen. He could scarcely imagine having that kind of control, but there were those who did. Joiner certainly did. Rasan Tel. Maybe even Lilith.

      And he had to find those answers.

      He didn’t know how much time he had to do so. Not as much as he wanted, he knew, but there had been no further attack from the Nighlan. Havash and Joiner felt as if they had bought themselves some time. Sam struggled to believe that. Rasan Tel wouldn’t abandon his attempt to escape, and he was not convinced that they had succeeded in doing anything other than delaying the inevitable. Eventually, Rasan Tel would find a way to get free of his prison. Sam knew only enough to protect himself, but he had to master these different patterns in time so that he could do much more than that.

      “It’s quiet here,” he said.

      “You could take some of these books back.”

      “If I do, I run the risk of someone else getting a hold of them.” There had to be a reason there was only one volume of the almanac within the Academy in the first place. Even that volume had posed a danger. He had learned how to access the source and had learned the depth of power available to him by studying it. If he were to bring another volume of the almanac back with him, what would happen if someone else acquired them?

      “You mean you are concerned about her.”

      Sam glanced out the book. “She hasn’t tried to do anything yet.”

      “‘Yet’ being the key word here.”

      He nodded. “I don’t know if we have to worry about her.”

      “You might not, but I do. One of us has to have a measure of distrust.”

      “I have that.”

      Tara leaned forward, closing the books that she was reading. Sam recognized the cover. It was one that spoke of utilizing anywhere from three to seven different access points. All of the volumes were similar to that. Some of them required more knowledge than others, and some of them required greater skill than others, but they were divvied up based on the potential of the person reading them. Tara had more potential than that, but she didn’t have Sam’s memory when it came to reading.

      “I would have expected you to be more distrusting than you are, but you let yourself get drawn in. I understand. She’s pretty.”

      “Would you stop?”

      Tara smiled, though it never reached her eyes. “I’d like to stop. Really, I would. I know that you hope to find something from her—”

      “I hope to find the very thing that you suggested I might find.” He looked around the library. The shelves were filled with books. Not all of them were like the almanac, speaking of using the source with multiple access points. Some of them were meant for the arcane arts. Those volumes were incredibly advanced, more so than any that they had seen in the Academy library. Every single one of those volumes would have been kept in the restricted section. Tara had tried to read through some of them, but the technique was so beyond what she could use that she struggled with it. “I want to find anything that she might know about my parents.”

      Tara sighed, leaning back and pulling out a piece of wrapped bread from her bag. She split it in half and handed a hunk to Sam, who started to eat slowly. “It’s a delicate thing to bring up, isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      “I mean, if she is responsible for what happened to your father, it’s not like you can just go up to her and demand that she tell you. And if she was responsible and did admit it, you also might not want to know.” She shook her head. “I don’t know if I would want to know.”

      “I have spent so long thinking about it,” Sam said. “When I was younger, after they disappeared, I never thought that I would find anything.”

      “Certainly not like this,” she said, smiling at him for real this time.

      He nodded. “Certainly not like this. I would never have imagined that I would have this sort of potential. Or that my father would have the same sort of potential.” It was more than just potential, though. If what he learned was right, his father had known about the vrandal, and Eddie had known how to use it. Why wouldn’t he ever have shared anything with Sam or his sister? Why hide out in the Barlands? “I don’t suppose you can even understand what it’s like.”

      Tara watched him for a moment. “I can’t.” She shrugged. “I imagine you were hoping that I might give you some grand answer and tell you that I could empathize with what you’re saying, and what you might experience, but I can’t. I don’t know what it’s like to go through what you have. I don’t know if I can. I’ve known how to access the arcane arts for almost my entire life. So I can’t understand what you are going through.”

      “This is quite the pep talk.”

      “Is that really what you want?”

      “Not really.”

      “What you need is to decide what you’re going to do. If she did have anything to do with your parents, you have to decide if you want to know or not. If you don’t want to know, then we can move on. But if you do . . . Well, you’re going to have to be careful with how you approach her. She is more talented than you.”

      “Again, quite the pep talk.”

      “I’m just giving you good advice. And you know it.”

      “I do,” Sam said. He looked back at the book. “I’ve been trying to pick up as much as I can so that I can be ready if it’s necessary.” Not just with Rasan Tel, or the Nighlan, but if it were necessary with Lilith. He was the reason that she had stayed in the Academy, within the alchemy tower, but he also didn’t want to be the reason that they were attacked. Sam didn’t think that she would be, but as Tara kept pointing out, he didn’t know her well enough to know whether that was the kind of thing that she would do.

      “I can’t reach as many access points as she can. I want to, but so far I haven’t been able to.”

      “How many can you reach now?”

      “Easily? Four. I can reach the fifth, and I can see the sixth and seventh.” That much was relatively new for him. He could see those access points, so he thought that he might be able to reach for them but doing so had proven elusive. Part of the problem was slowing down the stream so that he could tap into that power. But not all of it was that simple.

      “Just think about how far you’ve come already. Remember when you could only reach for that single access point?”

      “It was difficult even then,” he said.

      “And now you’re complaining because you can’t get to five?”

      A memory came back to him of watching two men battling with access to the source. Both of them were incredibly skilled, and both had far more control over it than he did. “Because I’ve seen what happens. I’ve seen what it looks like when others can use the source in ways that I can’t. And I know just how far I have to go.”

      He was stubborn. That was one of his strongest qualities. Sam knew that if he were to keep pushing, to keep trying to reach for more power from the source, there was a high likelihood that he would be able to gather it to him. It was just a matter of trying to find the right reference material. He had managed it, but not nearly as well as what he had wanted. When he had first come to the Academy, he had spent so much time reading in the library, so much time improving, that his abilities had ramped up rapidly. Now things were happening more slowly.

      According to Tara, that was common. Working with the arcane arts was not all that dissimilar. When a person first began to work with it, and first began to do things with their magic, they found that they progressed rapidly, much like he had with the source. At a certain point, there was a plateau. Often that plateau came when students came to the Academy. They would learn more, but it never happened quite as quickly as it did once they qualified for formal training. Of course, the other side of it was that if they didn’t have that formal training, they would never progress any further.

      Which was why Sam was thankful that he had Joiner to work with him. Even Lilith, though she had not taught him quite as much as he had hoped that she would.

      “I’m sure you will learn what you need to learn when it becomes necessary,” she said.

      He wasn’t convinced, but then again, maybe it didn’t matter. He had to keep working. There simply wasn’t the time not to.

      “And I’m hungry. I think that we need to return to the Academy, get some food, and maybe I can study for some of my actual classes.”

      “And I need to work on some alchemy,” Sam said.

      “Not without me.”

      “I’m not going over to Chasten’s shop. Not without you.”

      They had agreed to investigate that separately. Havash hadn’t revealed what happened to Chasten, only that he had disappeared. There hadn’t been time for them to learn what had happened to him. Something had taken place. It worried Sam, but he seemed to be the only one who was really concerned about it.

      Tara got up, glancing down at the book. “I really do wish that we could take them with us. I’m not sure that anybody would know if we had it.”

      “Unless something happened to us,” Sam said.

      “That’s a horrible thought.”

      “It’s a practical one. With everything that we’ve seen, there’s a very real possibility that the Nighlan might attack again. If they do, and if they managed to get into the Academy and search deep enough that they could get to either of us”—and Sam was the target given that he had the vrandal—“then we run the risk of leaving something of great power out where someone like Rasan Tel or those who follow him might be able to find it.”

      “I know,” Tara said, the pout evident in her voice. “I just don’t like it. I can’t come here without you.”

      “That’s why you don’t like it.”

      “I’m not denying that. I don’t like that you can do something I can’t do.”

      “And there are plenty of things you can do that I can’t. The arcane arts—”

      “Aren’t that dissimilar to what you’ve been able to do with the source. Don’t deny it, Sam. You are able to use your alchemy, or whatever you want to call it, in ways that are far more similar to what I can do than what I can do that is similar to what you can do.”

      He glanced at the book. “I have a feeling that accessing the source is some sort of older magic. The arcane arts are newer, but when I think about it, I start to question if it is really that different.”

      “It’s quite a bit different. The way that I use the arcane arts is nothing like how you describe the source. I don’t dive into a river, and I don’t try to reach for multiple access points. I’m not even sure what that would feel like if I were to try to do that. All I have are different patterns of varying difficulty.”

      “Which often require different types of angulation,” Sam pointed out. “Think about it. You have this one,” he said, raising his hand and using the source to demonstrate the pattern. He created a line in the air, forcing it out from him, and then immediately undulating it. It did nothing for him, as the pattern was not connected in the same way, but as soon as he started to create that pattern with the greenish energy hovering in the air, he saw Tara copying him.

      They had started to practice in this way. He would model something, and she would copy. She would model something, and he would copy. When they did it, there were times when they found that the patterns aligned, though more often than not, they were dissimilar. “It’s not altogether different than this,” he went on. He shifted what he would’ve considered as an angulation, and instead forced the power out into a circular pattern. Energy flowed from him, fluidly, and there came a surge, a burst of greenish light, and it crackled in the air. He released it quickly, letting it fade. “You use that one for defense, but when I do it, even modifying it slightly, there’s a different effect to it.”

      She frowned. “When did you discover that?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said, getting to his feet. He took the book that he’d been studying and put it back on the shelf, then did the same with her book. “I started to realize that some of your defensive patterns could be used similarly for me. Only when I would trace them out, they weren’t defensive at all. They ended up being more of an attack type of pattern. And what you use for attack ends up working more like a defensive pattern for me.” He shrugged. “So ultimately, our magic is not altogether dissimilar.”

      “It’s just the inverse,” she said.

      Sam rubbed his forehead. “Maybe. But I don’t think that’s even quite right. Or if it is, it’s too simple.”

      Tara turned to the lanterns situated around the room. They used those to travel to this place, a conduit that formed allowing them to step from the Academy into Voran. She traced her hand on the surface of one of the lanterns. She began to form an angulation pattern, running her fingers along the surface as she did. “I wonder what would happen if I were to try the opposite of how you connect to these. Do you think it would still open up the conduit?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It would be my luck that it would take us out into some frigid wilderness, and we’d get trapped.”

      “From what Joiner has shown me, there were other conduits that connected to these, and the Nighlan have targeted all of them.”

      “Have you explored them?”

      “Not without you,” Sam said.

      Tara snorted, shaking her head. “That really wasn’t what I was getting at, though that’s probably for the best. We don’t need you running off and getting stuck someplace just because you explored and the Nighlan did something that trapped you.”

      “Are you ready to go back?”

      “I am.”

      “You could take one of these books back and see if Havash could work with you.” Sam motioned to one of the more advanced books on the arcane arts. He had skimmed through it, but everything in it was far too complicated for him. It involved aspects of power that he could not reach.

      “You know Havash. If I were to do that, he’s just going to demand access to this place himself. And I’m not so sure that we’re ready for that.”

      Sam joined Tara in the center of the room. In order for him to use the lanterns, he had to latch on to five different access points. The fifth was always a struggle for him. He latched on to the first four access points and then had to steady his breathing, trying to slow his mind so that he could reach for that fifth one. There could come a time when he wouldn’t be able to tap into that access point nearly as easily as he wanted. That was a concern for him. If it came down to it, and he were somehow stuck, he wouldn’t know what else he could do. It was part of the reason that he hadn’t been as adventurous with the lanterns as he might otherwise have been.

      When he finally reached for that fifth access point, he pushed, sending each strand out into one of the lanterns, and then he forced the pattern to shift, carrying them to the alchemy tower.

      There was pressure.

      When it came to traveling to the lanterns, there was always a measure of pressure. In this case, though, he could feel that pressure, the way that it was trying to squeeze him. It was as if there was something here trying to hold him back.

      Not only that, but there was something in the conduit that attempted to separate him from Tara.

      Sam focused, trying to hold on to her.

      She was starting to drift. He cried out, hurriedly grabbing for her, and could feel her using the arcane arts, though he knew that if she were to do so in this place, and in this way, they might get ripped apart anyway. Holding on to her here ran the risk of being a mistake.

      Sam needed a sixth access point.

      He wasn’t sure how he was going to be able to do it.

      He wasn’t sure how he could even latch on to it.

      The sixth one was always too difficult for him, always beyond his understanding. And as he focused on it, and as he tried, straining, he could feel that pressure building.

      The only thought that came to him was Rasan Tel.

      He had to be pushing against him.

      Rasan Tel had access to the conduits. He had made that clear. The Nighlan had already used them before, so Sam had to believe that they had some way of drawing upon that power even now. And if they did, there was the possibility they could both draw upon those conduits and influence those who worked within them.

      The sixth access point was there. It was like he was floating along the rapidly rushing river and had to grasp at a branch. With the force of the river, the branch was difficult for him to clutch. He swung and missed. In this case, the river was a circle, and he kept swinging past that branch, again and again.

      Finally, he lunged for it.

      And then he could feel that sixth access point. He hurriedly used it, wrapping it in a shell around him, creating the barrier around himself and Tara. She stabilized near him. Once she did, he forced them forward, following the conduit, and reached the Academy.

      Sam stood inside the glowing mist of greenish haze.

      He leaned forward, panting, his breaths coming quickly, and tried to focus.

      “Tell me that was all you,” Tara said.

      Sam breathed out slowly, looking around the room. He couldn’t feel anything unusual here, though he should have anticipated this. “That wasn’t me. I don’t know what it was.”

      “Him, Sam. You know what it was.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But if it was him, then we overcame him.”

      “This time. What happens if he does something different? What happens if the next time he tries this, whatever this is, you aren’t able to save us?”

      What she left unsaid was that she didn’t know if she wanted to go back to Voran.

      And Sam understood.

      Maybe Joiner could take them, but even that might not be safe.

      If they did go, they might have only one more trip. They could grab as many books as they could carry back, but then Voran might be separated from them forever.

      All that knowledge would be lost.
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      The dining hall was quiet. Most of that was because Sam and Tara had come in after others had already had a chance to eat, but there was a somber quality to the air that had lingered ever since the Nighlan had attacked the city. Though the fighting was over, the reality of war had clung to the city and to the students within the Academy. The attack had left an impression on the Academy like nothing else. It was almost as if the possibility of getting pulled into the conflict had quieted the older students, in turn affecting the younger ones.

      Sam grabbed a tray, filled it with food, and took a seat at the table. Tara sat across from him, staring down at her tray.

      “There you are,” James said, striding over and dropping down. His hands were empty. He must’ve already come and eaten. “I’ve been looking for the two of you. I heard you are down in the alchemy tower. I wanted to talk to you about getting tested.”

      Sam looked up, smiling at James. His pudgy cheeks were slightly flushed, which suggested to Sam that he was nervous about asking. That despite the fact that Sam had been the one to suggest to him the possibility of getting tested for the alchemy tower in the first place.

      “I think that would be a great idea.”

      “Are you sure? You know, there aren’t many first-year students who can do it.”

      “Not traditionally,” Sam said. “But tradition has changed, so I don’t think we have to go by what has traditionally been the case.”

      James grinned, flashing his smile at Sam and then turning to Tara. “What happened? The two of you look like you just . . . Well, what happened?”

      Sam smiled tightly. “An alchemy project didn’t go as well as we had hoped.”

      “Are all projects like that? I mean, do you have to work with somebody else?”

      “Not always, but it is helpful,” Sam said. Tara still hadn’t looked up, and he had an idea of the direction of her thoughts, which left him worried.

      “Would there be anybody that I can pair up with? Most of the people that are in that tower have been there for a while. I wouldn’t want to upset anybody by coming in new and trying to find my place. I am not going to know that much.”

      “You aren’t going to be the only one who feels that way,” Sam said.

      “What about your sister?” James asked, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Have you convinced her to join the alchemy tower? It would make it easier for you to talk with her. I know you’ve been struggling with that.”

      Sam shrugged, looking over to the tolath tower table, though he didn’t see Mia there. That wasn’t entirely uncommon. There were often times when she wasn’t at the table. Either she ate quickly and departed, or she didn’t come in the first place. He had not seen her much lately. It bothered him, not the least because the entire reason that he was in the Academy in the first place was because of her. Sam had found his place, however unlikely a place it was, but everything that he had been able to perceive suggested that Mia still had not found hers. That disturbed him, especially as she deserved to have her place as much as anyone did.

      “I’ve tried,” Sam said. “She’s been a bit stubborn.”

      “A family trait,” Tara muttered.

      “Is that right?” James asked, glancing over to her. “What happened?”

      “Nothing happened,” Sam said.

      Tara looked up, irritation flashing in her eyes. He wasn’t about to argue with her and certainly didn’t want to say anything in front of James. The boy might’ve known that Sam had a different connection to power, but that was about it. He didn’t know everything that had gone on in the Academy, and Sam certainly wasn’t sure that he wanted James to be drawn into it.

      “Will you talk to the alchemy instructor? What’s his name? Joiner?”

      “I can let him know,” Sam said. “He’s been welcoming of other students who want to learn alchemy.”

      More so than had been traditionally the case. Sam understood the reason behind that. Drawing more people into alchemy and giving more an opportunity to prove whether or not they had some way of reaching the source was beneficial. There was no point in hiding from it, especially if there was the possibility that there might be others who had such potential.

      James smiled and then patted the table. “I’ll let the two of you work your business out. Oh, there was something else I was supposed to tell you. The grandam wanted to talk with you. Well, to both of you, but he came looking for you, Sam. I didn’t know where you were and told him that I thought you were down in the alchemy tower, but I did mention I would inform you he was looking for you. So if he asks, you can tell him—”

      “I will tell him that you sent me to him,” Sam said.

      James smiled and then started whistling, heading away from the table.

      “It’s not going to be safe for more people to get involved in the alchemy tower,” Tara said. Her gaze followed James as he left the dining hall. “Especially if he is trying to exert more influence over it.”

      “We need to know how many might have the potential to reach for the source.”

      Tara rested her hands on the table. “You want to go back.”

      “I think we can get there safely,” Sam said, choosing his words carefully, knowing that they would upset Tara. “But returning is going to be a challenge. And you’re right. I see that. Which is why I would have Joiner come with us.”

      “We could just close it off,” she said. “I know that’s not what you want to do, because of the library and all of that information that might be beneficial to you—”

      “Not just to me.”

      She frowned. “Mostly to you. There may be others like you, but how many?”

      “There are works of value to you there as well.”

      “I’ve seen them. There isn’t much of use to me or to any of the masters of the arcane arts. Everything there is far more complicated than anything I’ve read about here.”

      “So far. What happens if you were to figure it out?”

      “I suppose I would be more powerful than anyone else who has come through the Academy.”

      “You don’t want that?”

      “That’s not the point,” she said. “And don’t you go using my thirst to understand against me. I’m trying to keep you from doing something stupid. The sort of thing that you have been known to do a time or two.”

      “I’m not intending to do anything stupid. I’m just—”

      “Samran.”

      Sam swiveled in his chair and saw the grandam striding up. He heard whispers near him from the tolath table. Of course. Somebody said, “Barlands boy,” which only served to irritate him, but it shouldn’t have. He was a Barlands boy. Knowing what he did of the Barlands, and how it connected him to the source, he should have been thrilled to be considered that.

      “Grandam,” Sam said, tipping his head politely. “We were informed that you wanted to visit with us.”

      “Yes. Both of you would be wonderful. I think it would be good if the two of you would accompany me. If you are finished, of course.” Havash glanced down at Tara’s tray. “Or you can bring your food with you. I’m not of much mind to wait.”

      The man never was, but Sam didn’t say that.

      He grabbed a few pieces of fruit, some bread, and some cheese, stuffing it all into his pocket. Tara took a lump of bread but nothing else. They carried their trays to the table at the back of the room, where they deposited them and then followed Havash out of the dining hall and over to his office. From there, he traced a symbol on the door, using a pattern of angulation to open it, and then stepped inside.

      Sam and Tara followed, with Tara holding Sam’s gaze for a moment before she stepped into the room in front of him.

      The inside of the grandam’s room was well decorated. There were hundreds of books on bookshelves that lined both walls alongside alchemical sculptures. He noticed that there was the small orb that he’d used against Bethal, and he saw several other strange-shaped sculptures. How many items of alchemy were here?

      Grandam Havash took a seat in a chair near the back of the room and looked over to the two of them. “I suppose you know why I’ve called you here.”

      Sam and Tara shared a look before Tara answered.

      “I’m afraid that we don’t, Grandam.”

      Havash leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Where have you been this afternoon?”

      Sam hesitated a moment before answering. He wasn’t sure how much Havash knew, and did not want to reveal everything about the library in Voran to him. There were aspects of it that he wanted to keep secret, partly because he felt as if he needed to decide who had access to those places. It was one of the very few things about the source that Joiner agreed with him on. Too often, Joiner disagreed with him, feeling that Sam was pushing too hard, trying to uncover too much, though he knew better.

      “We were studying,” Tara said, glancing over to him. “Are we not supposed to?”

      “Of course,” he said, waving his hand. Havash scratched his chin before looking up and meeting their eyes. “The two of you have been quite helpful with the Nighlan. That’s why I brought you here.”

      Sam’s heart started to flutter. If this was about the Nighlan, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to get involved with it again. He wasn’t ready quite yet, but even if he were, he would rather try to prepare better for Rasan Tel than deal with the Nighlan over and over again. They could be dealt with by those who used the arcane arts. They did need somebody like him who was only connected to the source.

      “What have the Nighlan done now?” Tara asked. She shot him a look, as if to question why he was so quiet, but she had to know.

      She felt the same way about him going to the library in Voran as he did about forcing the students of the Academy to deal with the Nighlan. The two of them had been forced to face them more times than he had wanted in the time he’d been at the Academy, but she should’ve recognized his concern.

      “We have them held back. We pushed them away from Tavran and have managed to even push them nearly to the edge of the Barlands.” He looked over to Sam. “Which is why I wanted to call you here. You have your own affinity for that place. I was hoping that maybe you could provide some insight about it.”

      “You want me to give you tips on the Barlands?” Sam’s eyes widened. “I don’t know that I know anything that would be much use to you while combating the Nighlan in the Barlands. The only thing that I know—”

      “He is not telling you everything,” Tara said, cutting off Sam. “There is a tower there. That’s where he’s gone with her. Lilith. You could talk to her about it. She has more of a connection in the Barlands than Sam does. She’s the one who forced him away from the Academy and used him to—”

      It was Sam’s turn to cut her off. “She taught me how to access the source.”

      “Yes,” Havash said, waving his hand. He glanced from Sam to Tara, furrowing his brow deeply. “If the two of you are going to argue, then it’s going to make this far more difficult. I need for Sam and Lilith to help us.”

      Tara tensed, and Sam understood why. She hated that he would have any reason to work with Lilith.

      “Are we sure that makes sense?” Sam asked. “I’m trying to prepare for Rasan Tel, to be ready the next time that he attacks, and I have quite a bit to learn in the meantime. Joiner has been working with me, but—”

      “Lilith can keep working with you,” Havash said. He leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “Besides, Joiner is preoccupied now. He’s been leading the search for Rasan Tel and thinks that he has a pretty good understanding about where he’s gone.”

      If that were the case, it was news to Sam. Joiner hadn’t shared with them that he had uncovered anything about Rasan Tel or where he might’ve gone. If he had uncovered something, why wouldn’t he have told them?

      Because he wanted to keep it from them, Sam suspected.

      Joiner knew what Sam had done and how he had been willing to go after the Nighlan far too often, but in this case, Sam felt as if he had to be the one involved with Rasan Tel. He had the vrandal.

      “Why them?” Tara asked. “Lilith could go. She knows more about the source than Sam does. But Sam still needs to train.”

      “I don’t disagree, but he isn’t going to learn what he needs to know here in the Academy. We don’t have the same luxury of time that we once had. And regardless of what you might feel, Ms. Stone, we need to be able to remove Rasan Tel as a threat. We need to stop the Nighlan. And we need for those who have the necessary potential to take action.”

      “I’ll do it,” Sam said, and he turned to Tara. “As long as Tara can come with us. We work well together as a team. Alchemy. I don’t know if Chasten said anything to you about it, but the two of us are better together than we are apart.”

      Havash nodded. “I thought that you might say that, which is why I wanted the two of you here. It does make sense for Ms. Stone to be involved. I’m not saying that I necessarily approve of her leaving her studies, but she is advanced enough that I do think we can arrange additional testing and perhaps help her graduate sooner.” He turned to Tara. “Which is why I wanted you here. I’m proposing that we test you for Master of the Arcane Arts. We would do this soon, unless you feel otherwise.”

      Tara had paled, which surprised Sam. He had thought that she would be thrilled by the idea that she could be tested early. It meant that she would have graduated from the Academy, but from the way that she looked, she seemed almost unhappy about it.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready,” she said.

      Havash smiled tightly. “You have been ready for quite some time, Ms. Stone. Far more than many of your peers. Graduation doesn’t mean that you leave and your studies are over. Nor does it even mean that you would have to end your time in the Academy. It merely means that you no longer have to follow the rigors of the Academy schedule. You would have permission to choose your own course of study.” He glanced from her to Sam, almost as if he knew something more.

      Could he know that the two of them had been visiting Voran, and that they had been studying there? Sam didn’t think so. He wouldn’t be able to travel the same way. He didn’t have access to the lanterns like Sam and Tara did. And Tara only had them through Sam.

      “Let me think about it,” she said.

      “Think quickly. I don’t feel comfortable with you leaving the Academy for an extended period of time with Mr. Bilson unless you are a graduate of the Academy. And I don’t know how long we will need Mr. Bilson to be gone from these grounds.”

      Sam wasn’t sure that he wanted that, either.

      There were still things that he could learn at the Academy. He might not have the ability with the arcane arts, but that didn’t mean that he hadn’t managed to benefit from his time here. He could use the library, and he could read about mathematics, botany, geography, geology, and any of the other numerous subjects that those pages delved into.

      Regardless of what else he had done, Sam had taken the time to read through as many of the books in the library as he had been granted access to.

      Which was why he had been spending his time in Voran.

      There were things there that he couldn’t learn anywhere else. And he did need to focus more on understanding the source. He wouldn’t be able to deal with Rasan Tel if they were attacked again otherwise.

      “I have already spoken to Lilith, and she is willing to make the journey.”

      “I’m sure she is,” Tara muttered.

      Havash tilted his head. “She has proven herself, Ms. Stone. She might have once worked with Rasan Tel, but that doesn’t mean that she still does. I would encourage you to find a measure of forgiveness.”

      “It’s not a matter of forgiveness,” Tara said. “You can’t forget that she’s the one who abducted Sam.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Havash said. “And I haven’t forgotten the dangers that Olway faces. And neither should you. Even if you choose not to undergo testing now, you are very near the end of your Academy career, and once you complete your time here, you need to be of service to Olway. Whether that service brings you to deal with the Nighlan or along another pathway remains to be seen.”

      Tara sat up. “What other way?”

      Sam knew what Tara had intended to study when she had first come to the Academy. She’d wanted to master the arcane arts, angulation, and everything that she might learn here. In doing so, she had hoped to gain a seat at the council within Tavran. Given everything that they had gone through though, her desire had started to change. Partly that was because she had seen the threat elsewhere within Olway, but partly it was because of Sam. They had learned there was more to the arcane arts than what was taught within the Academy.

      Was Havash threatening her?

      Sam couldn’t even tell. With Havash, it was difficult to know.

      “If you aren’t comfortable with what we’re asking of you, we will find other ways to help you serve. Regardless of what you choose, Olway will have need of your services.” He nodded. “You two may go. I expect a decision from you soon, Ms. Stone. And you should meet with Lilith, Mr. Bilson. The two of you can begin your preparations. I imagine you will use the lanterns to travel, correct?”

      “About that,” Sam began, glancing over to Tara. She shook her head slightly. He hesitated, but Havash needed to know. Especially if they were going to travel away from the Academy and doing so might put them into a greater danger. “The lanterns might not be open to us for much longer. I don’t know how long it will be before Rasan Tel is able to exert control over them, impacting where and when we travel. They’ve already shown that they can redirect us.” He’d dealt with that with Bethal, though he wasn’t sure how much of that had been her and how much of that had been Rasan Tel’s influence. “We had been exploring the lanterns. I needed to test myself,” he said, trying to steel himself from Havash’s withering gaze. “And I felt something. I’m not exactly sure what it was, but it did require me to use far more force in the lanterns than I had before. I felt like I lost control over it. Rasan Tel was going to be there, and he was going to influence where we traveled.”

      Havash leaned back, cupping his hands together, and he watched them for a moment. “Then it’s perhaps best that you travel with Lilith. I understand she has far more experience with the lanterns, and perhaps there’s something there she can teach you about protecting yourself while traveling through those conduits. I can’t say that I understand the entire process, other than what Joiner has shared with me, but I’m afraid that we need you to work as quickly as you have proven capable of doing, Samran.”

      “Why?” Tara asked. “What is causing this urgency?”

      “I’m afraid the Nighlan aren’t the only thing we have to face.”

      “What else do we have to face?”

      Havash regarded them for a long moment before pressing his hands together. His gaze skimmed around the inside of his office, lingering on several of the alchemy items. When it finally settled, he turned back to Sam. “We have to deal with alchemy, Samran.”
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      “What do you think you’re doing here?” Gresham asked when Sam strode into the alchemy tower.

      Gresham was an older student, a tolath student, and had a streak of arrogance to him that was profound. Sam would’ve considered it unique, but he had found that many of the tolath students had streaks of arrogance to them. More so than any of the other towers. Gresham was the worst. It wasn’t just arrogance; it was his cruel streak that went along with it. Sam would have loved to keep Gresham out of the alchemy tower, but there was only so much that he was able to do to limit access to it. And Joiner wanted anyone who had the ability to use alchemy to join the tower, so Sam had been unable to prevent Gresham from reaching it.

      “I’m coming into the tower,” Sam said. “Unless you’ve forgotten, I do hold the first rank here.”

      Gresham’s face soured, and he began to glow with the pale, white light of the arcane arts. He released it to no effect, though had Sam not immediately formed a quick barrier around himself using the source, the pattern might have created a little bit more force. He didn’t even use more than one access point. He didn’t need to with somebody like Gresham. As the other student started to build that energy, Sam took a step toward him.

      “You know that I have strict rules about the arcane arts in the alchemy tower.”

      Gresham’s eyes widened slightly, and he looked around briefly before he settled his gaze back onto Sam. “I’m not using the arcane arts.”

      “If you’d like me to detail the very poor technique in angulation that you are using, I’m more than happy to do that. I’m not really going to be able to instruct you in angulation any better than I can instruct you in alchemy, though I guess I can try. It feels like there’s so much that I need to do to help you reach some level of competence with alchemy though. But let’s begin with what you’re doing wrong with this pattern. I can see how you are holding this line of angulation.”

      Sam reached forward and waved his hand out in front of himself, demonstrating what he could see. With Tara, he just forced it with his connection to the source, guiding her along so that she could feel his influence, but when it came to Gresham, he didn’t want the boy to know that he had a way of touching and influencing him. “Then it’s how you very poorly made this angle. You do know that it’s supposed to be twenty-two degrees, and not twenty-three degrees. Precision is important with the arcane arts, especially this kind of pattern. I have seen patterns explode.”

      Gresham glowered at him. “I know you have.”

      “We have all decided, and not just me, that we’re going to safely use alchemy in the alchemy tower. We aren’t going to attack each other, as that does no good,” Sam said, “and we will work together.”

      “The way that you and Stone work together?” He said it with a sneer, as if he were somehow insulting Sam, but Sam just shrugged.

      “If you’d like, but you’re not really my type. Anyway, you and Tracen can work together,” Sam said, looking along the hall toward Tracen. He was watching them. He hadn’t stepped forward and hadn’t spoken. As far as Sam could tell, Tracen didn’t have a hold of his connection to the arcane arts. The young man was strong with the arcane arts, but not nearly as strong as Gresham. Where he shone was with alchemy. That had irritated Tara, partly because she was accustomed to being the best at everything in their level, and Tracen was simply better than her. He had more experience and more interest. Unless Sam was mistaken, he might even have some hint of access to the source. He hadn’t been able to detect that quite yet. He needed to, as Joiner had challenged him to try to make sure that other students who had potential were identified, but so far Sam had not yet discovered whether that was going to be Tracen or perhaps somebody else. And given everything else that they were dealing with, he wasn’t sure that he had time.

      Once Sam went off on Havash’s mission, he would be very busy. It would be better if he were to figure things out before then in order to identify those who had the necessary potential, so they could continue to train while he was gone.

      It opened him up to a bit of a danger when he returned. He had first rank in the tower now, but if he was gone for a period of time, another would take over. Sam didn’t think that it would take all that long for him to reestablish his position, but there was a very real possibility that somebody else might learn something dangerous or uncontrollable.

      “Where is Stone, anyway? Don’t the two of you usually run together?”

      Sam shot him a look. “She’ll be here soon enough. If you want her help to show you how to make that lantern you’ve been working on, I’m sure she’d be agreeable to it. I don’t necessarily have time for that.”

      Gresham glowered at him and began to glow more brightly.

      “If you’d like me to talk to Joiner about your violation of the alchemy tower rules, I’m more than happy to do so, but we aren’t going to use the arcane arts within the tower, and certainly not against each other,” Sam said. This time, he held on to his barrier, but he was tempted to use it against Gresham. For whatever reason, Gresham always rubbed him the wrong way and caused him to react with more than just irritation. Maybe it was because he had been such an ass to Tara. It was one thing for him to treat Sam like that. Sam understood it. He was a lower-level student, though the same age, which would naturally make Gresham think that he was superior. That Sam had progressed as rapidly as he had would only serve to anger him even more.

      “That’s not necessary, Ba—Bilson.”

      Sam snorted.

      He headed through the alchemy tower, glancing into different doors, even poking his head into the newly built, walled-off section around the lanterns, but he didn’t see any sign of Tara. He didn’t think she’d be there anyway. She didn’t like to spend any more time in the lantern room than necessary. He didn’t see her in the alchemy tower great room, and he didn’t hear any of the other private Study Halls. He made his way along the hall, pausing at Lilith’s door. He knocked, waiting for a moment, but there was no answer.

      Finally, he took a deep breath and let it out.

      This wasn’t where he wanted to spend his time right now anyway. He always enjoyed the alchemy tower, or he had before it had been opened up to anybody, and even now there was still something peaceful about coming down here. Gresham didn’t live in the alchemy tower, and neither did Tracen. Very few of the alchemy tower students chose to stay here. Sam had, as had Tara, primarily because he had moved his room here. That was it.

      He made his way into his room. It was larger than the one he’d once had in the Sharan Tower, with a bed, a dresser, and a full desk with a bookshelf next to it. He was far more permitted to have as many books here as he wanted. He still hadn’t brought anything back from Voran, though he suspected that he would have been able to do so without raising any attention. The best part of this room, though, was what Sam had discovered early on.

      To get access to the Study Hall, he pressed on the section of wall, triggering it to slide open. It did so with a slight and quiet rumbling. Then he entered the Study Hall.

      He already had a destination in mind, which he often did when coming in here. This time, he figured that he would go to the library. It was his way of spending time, and he could check whether his sister was around. James’s comment came back to him. He needed to see if Mia had any interest in the alchemy tower. It would be one way for him to interact with her more openly without drawing any additional attention.

      Eventually, the secret of their connection needed to come out. It would be easier for both of them. At this point, though, it was going to have to be on her terms, not his. By the time he reached the upper level, making his way toward the library, he relaxed.

      The Study Hall was quiet. Less so than it had been when Sam had first come to the Academy. When he’d first been here, the Study Hall had always been quiet, with only he and Tara making their way through it. These days, that wasn’t the case any longer. There were other students, primarily those within the tolath tower, and all upper-level students, who had begun to learn some of the secrets of the Study Hall, though Sam had done his best to try to seal off the room to keep others from accessing it. If he could prevent other students from being able to reach the full extent of the Academy, Sam was going to do it.

      “Would you slow down?” Tara hurried after him.

      Sam slowed for just a moment, giving her a chance to catch up to him. He continued toward the library, wanting to reach it so that he could read and get away for a little while, even though he didn’t think that it was going to do anything for him.

      “You don’t have to race away from me,” Tara said.

      “I’m not racing away from you,” he said.

      She joined him and shoved him gently on the shoulder. “You are. You’re upset with me because I’m not rushing off to try to obtain testing for the Academy.”

      “That’s not it,” he said.

      “That’s the way it feels. Why are you so concerned about that anyway?”

      Sam sighed, and he glanced over his shoulder. This was a section of the Study Hall that only he and Tara were able to maneuver along. He had made sure of that, thankful that his barriers were stout enough to prevent any of the other students of the arcane arts from passing through here. He and Tara had woven together varying patterns until they had sealed it off, creating the camouflage much like had been there once before. Now it looked like nothing more than a section of wall, and if somebody who was even a strong student of the arcane arts came across it, they would feel nothing different, perhaps a little tingling. Sam and Tara had not figured out how to reduce that affect, but there were no other side effects. The two of them could push past it. The only other person who might would be Joiner. Or Havash. But considering that they had woven it with both the arcane arts and with the source, Sam believed others would be blocked.

      “Why don’t you want to test out of the Academy?”

      “Why do you want to go to the Barlands?”

      “My parents,” he said. He looked over to her. There was a faint light in the tunnel, barely enough for him to be able to see clearly, but he saw the tension in the corners of her eyes. She was glowing with her connection to the arcane arts, though not nearly as brightly as she often did. At the mention of his parents, she took a step back, and her mouth formed a circle.

      “That’s why you want to go?”

      “It’s not Lilith. Well, it’s not only Lilith,” he said. “Maybe it is her a little bit. Again, I don’t know. I feel like there’s something there that I can find. Something about them. Knowing what I do now, that my father had known this vrandal—”

      “You don’t know that your father did,” she said. “All you know is what Joiner and Rasan Tel have told you.”

      Sam said nothing. He wasn’t sure how to tell her what he was really after, nor was he sure whether she would agree to it, but increasingly he was certain of what he needed to do. He just wasn’t certain how he needed to do it.

      “You’re not telling me something,” she said.

      “How do you always do that?”

      “Well, when you spend enough time around a person, you start to notice things about them. When you’re holding back on me, you start to bite your lip.” She modeled biting her own. “And it’s not even that subtle. You probably think that it is.”

      “I don’t think anything’s subtle. Not with you and not anymore.”

      She started to laugh, but he didn’t join her. “If Lilith was responsible for what happened to your parents, do you really think that she’s going to go out of her way to try to help you understand it? Given your role with everything, I suspect she’s going to try to hide her responsibility from you.”

      “She probably is,” Sam said.

      “Then what do you hope to accomplish by going there?”

      “She’s the only person who has spent much time with Rasan Tel.”

      She grimaced at him. “That’s what this is about?”

      “She may not know it, but she is the key to defeating him. He probably taught her something, told her something about the source, and I need to use that.”

      “So that you can do what? It’s not about your parents, or it’s not about your parents completely. Maybe it is a little bit, but even with that I’m not convinced that you want to find them.”

      “I don’t know that I’m going to find anything about them. I just want to know what happened to them.” Sam shrugged. “I gave up thinking that they’d return a long time ago. It was hard to do, hard to mourn, but eventually I realized that they weren’t coming back. It was just me and Mia. And we did fine. Not great, but we never really expected to do great. I kept her safe. And I started planning for our future. Her future. She didn’t always want the same thing as I did, but I wanted for her to not have to struggle.” His voice trailed off.

      “I know that,” Tara said. “You made it quite clear that you and your sister struggled before you came to the Academy, and that it took her demonstrating her magic to Havash for you to have a chance, but now it’s not just about her. It’s about you as well, and you have to do what’s right for you.”

      “I know that, as well,” he said. “And I’m trying. I really am. And I think that I have a way of doing so, a way of trying to understand things, but . . .”

      It didn’t make any sense, and he knew it. None of this made any sense. He was chasing information because that was what his heart wanted, not what his head wanted. And he had always operated based on how he thought.

      At least, he had tried to operate based on how he thought. When it came to his sister and his family, he found that his mind didn’t always work the way it did when he was focused on the studies. Too often he let emotion creep in. Emotion could be troublesome for him.

      “I’ll take the test,” she said.

      “Just like that?”

      “Well, I already told you I’m not going to let you go running off with her. Not that you’re going to run off, but I’m not letting you be drawn into some plan that she has.”

      “I’m not convinced that she has some plan.”

      “You don’t have to be. That’s my job.” She smiled. “You’re a smart man, Sam, sometimes too smart for your own good. And it’s those smarts that often draw you places that can get you into trouble. I think having me along will help counter that.”

      “Alchemy,” he said to her.

      She shrugged. “If you want to call it that, but I consider it affection.”

      He took her hand. They were alone in the tunnels, and this place was one that they considered their own, where others did not venture. At least, not through here. And so it felt reasonable for him to hold her hand like that here, reasonable for him to touch her, to draw her close, to wrap his arms around her the way that he did.

      “Is it just affection?”

      She pulled back, looking up at him. “I don’t want to lose you. Not to her, not to the Barlands, not to the Nighlan, and not to Rasan Tel. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “I’ve lost enough in my life, too,” Sam said. “And I’m not going to let that happen. But I need your support.”

      “I’m going to need yours. I don’t know how quickly Havash wants me to test, but I’m going to need your help to prepare. I have advanced in my studies, but the kind of things that I’ve been studying are quite a bit different than what that they are going to test me on. It’s been a while since I have done any studying, at least the studying that I need to do for me to master what they want me to know to pass out of the Academy.”

      “What are you saying?”

      She reached up and tapped him on the head. “I’m saying I need that big brain of yours.”

      “I’m not so sure that you need mine.”

      “No, I really don’t. But I need you to help me study, and I think that if you do, I would have a much easier time passing. And if you want me to come along with you on this journey, then you’re going to help me do this.”

      “I do want you to come along.”

      “What do you think we’re going to find in the Barlands?”

      “Maybe nothing,” he said. “I don’t really know what’s out there.”

      “And her?”

      “We could ask her.”

      “You think she’s going to tell you what you want to know?”

      “She’s not going to keep things from us. Not if it’s going to be helpful in stopping Rasan Tel.”

      “You keep putting our faith in her, Sam.”

      “You didn’t see what happened to her the way that I did,” he said. “You didn’t see the way that Rasan Tel tossed her aside, the way that he was more than happy to destroy her and throw her away. You didn’t see what I did.”

      She sighed. “I don’t want to make a new friend.”

      “Did I say that you had to?”

      “Well, we’re going to have a few choices here, aren’t we? Either we travel together, and I hate her, which is entirely possible but not enjoyable for any of us. Or we travel together, and I try to make a new friend. I have no idea how long we’re going to be together, and what we might find, but it’s going to be a lot easier on us if I befriend her, isn’t it?”

      “You know my thoughts on that.”

      “And will she?”

      “Be your friend?” Sam asked, frowning.

      “Right. Will she be my friend?”

      “I don’t know. We can talk with her. Work with her. We can see what she does when we interact with her. Besides, sounds like Havash already had a conversation with her about traveling with us, and I suspect that he would’ve given her enough of a warning to let her know that the two of us were traveling to the Barlands, not just me.”

      “I told you that I’m going to do it, so let’s get ready. There are a few books that we might be able to find in the library. From there, I’m going have to study angulation, along with some of the other concepts. I’m more concerned about angulation than I am the others. I’ve used the other tasks in my studies to this point, so I’m not as worried that I’m going to have some trouble with them.”

      Sam started laughing, and she shot him a hard look, poking him in the chest. “What is that about?”

      “I just like the idea of you worried about angulation.”

      “I told you. I haven’t been using angulation in that fashion for quite some time, so I am concerned about it.”

      “I understand,” he said. “I will teach you all that I can about angulation. I’m sure that I can be quite the instructor. You and I will pick up on aspects of it that you have never even considered before.”

      “Stop mocking me,” she said.

      Sam pulled her close, and he kissed her on the cheek. “I’m not mocking. Teasing. Never mocking.”

      “Can’t I be worried about something that you think that I’m going to succeed in?”

      “You can. I’ll do my best to be supportive.”

      “Just be supportive. Don’t do your best.”

      “I will be supportive. And while you’re studying, I’m going to see if I can figure anything out from Lilith.” The comment elicited a slight arched brow from her. “And I’m going to work to see what we can do to get James into the alchemy tower. It might be good to have another ally there.”

      “It couldn’t be worse,” she muttered.
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      The next few days went quickly, especially for Tara because she spent nearly every waking hour studying. She had abandoned her classes, something that Havash had given her permission to do, and had taken to spending all of her time in the library or within her room in the alchemy tower. Sam brought her food and drinks, and kept her company there. She was exhausted, though. Her eyes were drawn, with dark rings around them, and her skin was pale.

      He took a seat on her bed, looking over to her. “You need some rest.”

      “I only have twelve hours before I’m tested, Sam. I don’t need rest.”

      “You need a break then.”

      She needed more than a break, but he had a growing suspicion that she wasn’t going to be willing to do that. He needed to get her out of this room, to someplace—anyplace—other than the tower and the library.

      “I don’t have time for it.”

      “Do you really think that you are going to fail this? Havash himself was the one who suggested that you test for full membership, so I have a hard time believing that he’s going to make it so difficult for you that you can’t pass.”

      She clutched a book in her arms, and he looked over, recognizing that volume. It was on advanced angulation, one of the more complicated texts, authored by Mothind the First, a man who had written several volumes about angulation. Sam had read each of them, even though he didn’t have any ability with angulation himself. There was still something to be learned by studying it.

      “You don’t get it, do you?”

      “What, exactly, don’t I get?”

      She glanced to her door before looking back at him. “He can’t make it easy on me. He has to make it harder. And I think he assumed that I know that.”

      Sam started to smile. “Why would he want to make it harder? Doesn’t he want you to come with me to the Barlands? I think he recognizes how well we work together. And I think he also knows I’m not going to be very eager to go off to the Barlands without your help.”

      “But he can’t let me get away with getting tested and passing too easily. He has to make it look as if it is an actual test, something that I have to struggle to pass. So yes,” she said, her voice rising slightly, becoming a bit shriller and more strained. “I do think he’s going to test me in a way that is meant to make it nearly impossible for me to pass. I have to prove that only the rarest of students are permitted to be tested early.”

      Sam sat in silence for a few moments. And he understood why Tara was making that comment, and he thought that she was right.

      If she was tested, and it was too easy, then anybody could go and ask for early testing. Gresham. Tracen. Any of the fourth-year students could go and request the same sort of testing. Havash might argue otherwise and claim that the need was different, even greater, but it was certainly far easier for her to simply prove that she was better than all of the other students, so that anybody else who might beg to be tested would not have that same potential and wouldn’t pass.

      “What can I do to help you?”

      She held his gaze. “You’ve been great the last few days. You’ve quizzed me, you found me books, you brought me food, but right now . . .” She glanced under a book, then back up to him, holding his gaze for a moment. “Right now, I think I need you to leave.”

      “You do?”

      She nodded. “I do. I can’t do this with you here. I can’t even take the time right now to have this conversation with you here. So can you just go? Honestly, I love having you around. More so than I love having anybody else around, but I just can’t do it.”

      Sam got to his feet, and he glanced around her room, looking at her stacks of books. She had food. She had water. She had items to study. “Can I get you anything?”

      “If I need you, I will let you know.”

      Which meant that she didn’t need anything.

      Sam leaned forward, gave her a kiss on the cheek, and squeezed her hand before heading out of her room. He closed the door behind himself, staring at it for a long moment.

      Tara was doing this for him.

      For herself, as well, as she certainly had proven herself within the Academy, and there were no other students who were as deserving of testing out early, but she wouldn’t be pushing herself so hard unless she thought that she had to do it for him. And because of that, he had to give her the space that she needed so that she could gather herself and be ready.

      He headed down the hallway. He paused at Lilith’s room, glancing back at Tara’s before knocking on the door. It felt strangely wrong for him to come here, though he had been meaning to come and speak to Lilith for the last few days. There hadn’t been much of an opportunity to do so, and so he had not talked to her about what was going to happen, or whether she understood what he and Tara were going to do. He wasn’t sure that it mattered, though.

      She pulled the door open, looking out at him. Lilith was a little shorter than him, with dark hair and pale eyes, and he could already tell that she was holding on to nearly a dozen different access points. She was ready for an attack.

      When she saw him, she froze. “Sam.” She glanced along the hall. “Just you?”

      “Just me,” he said. “I’ve been trying to find you.”

      “Are we leaving, then?”

      “Well, I think we’re supposed to eventually, but that’s not why I came,” he said.

      “Where is she?”

      “Studying.”

      Lilith squinted. “Why does she have to study?”

      Sam looked along the hall. He could feel the effect of Tara’s studying, even if he couldn’t see the patterns that she was using with the arcane arts. He was distinctly aware of them regardless. There was a steady buildup of energy and power, and buried within that was a considerable force. If anybody else were to come along here and recognize just what it was that she was doing, they might think that she was fighting off some dangerous attack.

      “When we leave, she has to be a full-fledged master of the arcane arts. So she’s studying so that she can pass the testing.”

      “I thought she was still a student.”

      “An advanced student. She was nearly ready to pass out anyway, but she had some time remaining. I don’t think that she would have tried to test out of the Academy were it not for what we are going to do.” Sam took a deep breath. “You mind if I join you?”

      Lilith looked behind herself before nodding. She stepped aside, waiting for him to come in. As he did, he immediately reached for the source. He didn’t want to draw upon much of it, but he felt as if he needed to be ready to a certain extent.

      Once he entered, he looked around. Her room was large. Lilith was one of the very first people who had taken up residence in the alchemy tower after it had reopened. She had done so even before Sam had, so she had first choice of the rooms, which meant that she had chosen the largest of the rooms. She had filled it with a bed, dressers, and a massive desk, and she had almost as many books as Tara had. It hadn’t taken long for Lilith to find the Study Hall, and she had ventured through to get to the library, where she had started picking through the books to take anything that she wanted to study.

      Sam hadn’t said anything to her about that, even though Tara had objected. He didn’t feel as if there was any reason for him to object. He had done the same sort of thing, even without having any ability with the arcane arts, and no hope of having access to magic. Lilith knew that she could reach the source, so there was no reason that she shouldn’t have access to this.

      Her room was a cluttered mess, though. She had books strewn about. Papers stacked on the table. An ink bottle and several pens rested there. Her bed was unmade, the sheets tangled, and clothing was strewn all about.

      She glowered at Sam as he turned back to her. “What?”

      “You’ve been spending a lot of time here,” he said.

      “Where else am I supposed to go?” She shook her head. “I’m not a part of your Academy. You made sure that I have space here, and Joiner, when he was here, welcomed me, as did your grandam, but I’m not a part of the Academy.”

      “Which is why you were so eager to take this assignment.”

      “Eager might not be the right word for it, but I wasn’t afraid of it. He wants me to go back to the Barlands. Us.”

      Sam looked around. He found a chair and pulled it out after moving several books off of it. He recognized that a few of them were on angulation, which should have been surprising.

      Maybe she had the same interest in angulation as he did. It was more of an academic interest in Sam’s case, but there was a part of him that questioned whether Lilith was after something else. Maybe she was after power, or maybe she needed to dig into angulation so that she could use it against the Academy in some way.

      He had to stop thinking like that. Lilith had offered them help.

      “I want to talk to you about the journey to the Barlands.”

      “I’m ready to go whenever you are. He told me that we had to wait a few days. I didn’t realize why. I didn’t know that she was testing. It seems like a waste of time, but I also have come to realize that I’m not the one in charge here, so I’m just doing what I’m told. Isn’t that what you want from me?”

      Sam looked over to her. “It’s not really what I want from you.”

      “Well, then what do you want from me?”

      “Maybe some help with the source. When we travel, I hope you can help me reach for more access points.”

      “That’s not how it works,” she said.

      “I know that’s not how it’s supposed to work, but I also feel like I need to reach for more than what I can. I’ve reached six now, and I can see the seventh, and I know that there are many more, but I’m not going to be able to use more complicated patterns until I can get to them.”

      He realized that he was getting excited, which he often did when talking about trying to reach for more of the source. Especially these days, when he was doing it so that he could defeat Rasan Tel.

      “Hasn’t Joiner told you that you need to reach each level slowly? It’s like a ladder. You have to climb one step at a time, otherwise you will slip and fall. When it comes to drawing upon the source, if you fall, you can not only get hurt . . . you can destroy yourself.”

      “I have been trying to push myself the entire time. I needed to. I came into all of this without any power, and I’ve needed to push myself so that I could have something. Anything.”

      She shook her head. “You really were treated like crap.”

      He frowned at her. “What was that?”

      “You obviously had power. You just didn’t know how to reach it. I don’t really understand what it was, or why you would have been shut off from it, but you need to learn how to grasp it carefully. Otherwise, you’re only going to end up hurting yourself. Or somebody that you care about.” She tipped her head toward the wall in the direction of Tara’s room. “So don’t slip off the ladder is what I’m saying.”

      “If Rasan Tel comes for us, I need to be able to use more than six access points.”

      “If Rasan Tel comes for you,” she said, choosing her words carefully, “there isn’t going to be much that you are going to be able to do. You aren’t equipped. I hate to say it, but I’m not even equipped. And he taught me.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “Of course,” she said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Don’t think that I didn’t know that part of the reason that you wanted me here, and in this place, and so close to you, was because you thought that I might be able to teach you something that he taught me. But he didn’t teach me anything that Joiner hasn’t been teaching you. I’ve sat it on your classes. You forget that.”

      “I didn’t forget that at all,” Sam said. “It’s just that there has to be something more than what Joiner has been teaching.” Joiner was skilled with the source, but there were still limits. He had seen the man battling Rasan Tel, but Joiner had not been able to overcome him.

      Which left him wondering how he was supposed to do that.

      “How many access points do you think Joiner can reach?”

      “He hasn’t really specified,” Sam said.

      “And neither has Rasan Tel. At least, he wasn’t willing to acknowledge it when I worked with him. He might’ve bragged about it a few times, but anything that he says might simply be boasting, or it might be accurate. It’s never easy to know when it comes to him.”

      “He told me that he reached quite a few by the time he was fifteen.”

      “Which is probably true,” she said. “But beyond that, anything else that he says may not be true. That’s what you have to be aware of.”

      “So you’re saying we don’t need to worry about him?”

      “Oh, we absolutely need to be concerned about him. I don’t know what he might do, but if he’s after us—well, after you, because you have the key to his trap—you have to be careful. I don’t know what he might do, and I don’t know how vigorously he’s going to come after you, but you should be ready. Being ready doesn’t have to involve only using the source. When it comes to that, I’m not sure that you can. But you have something that he doesn’t have, at least from what I’ve seen.

      “I don’t want you to get too excited about it, but you clearly have a quick mind. You talk about being able to use patterns that you’ve seen. That isn’t something that most can do. So if you can see the patterns that he’s using, and you can twist them, using them against him, you might have an opportunity. Might,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t know though. I can’t remember everything that I’ve read.” She swept her gaze around the inside of the room. “I keep looking for insights, trying to see if there are nuggets of information that I might be able to find so that I can be ready to take him on if it comes down to that as well, but so far, I haven’t come across anything.”

      She sounded frustrated.

      “How did you get away from him?”

      “It was a matter of him having faith in me,” Lilith said. “You brought me to him. He worked with me. And he thought that I was trustworthy. And for a long time, I was. But I started to see what he wanted me to do and why he wanted me to do it. So I stopped. And he got mad.”

      “Did he have you . . .” Sam caught himself and looked down at his hands. He didn’t have the vrandal on. These days, he didn’t wear it very often, only when he needed to, but he could remember how it felt. He could remember the power that came with it, how that energy coursed through him. And even as he thought about it, he also didn’t know whether there was anything that he might do differently if he knew the truth.

      But he needed to know.

      “My parents were lost in the Barlands,” Sam said. He looked up at Lilith, holding her gaze.

      “And you want to know if I did it.”

      “Did you?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know who your parents were. He didn’t have me kill people, if that’s your concern. But he did have me set traps. So it’s possible that your parents were caught in one of the traps. I’m sorry, but I don’t want you to think that I was not responsible. I don’t know if I was, and I hope that I was not, but if we’re going to travel to the Barlands together, I am not going to look over my shoulder each moment, afraid that you might jump out at me because you’ve decided that I’m responsible for what happened to them. Like I said. I don’t know if I was.”

      Sam nodded slowly. “I can understand that.”

      “And you’re not mad?”

      “Oh, I’m mad, but it’s not really you. It’s more about what he did. Why he did it.”

      “And I can’t help you with that,” she said. “I’d love to do so, and I’d love to help you find those answers, and if we come across something that tells us that, then I’m not going to keep it from you, but I just don’t know.”

      That would have to be enough.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For your honesty.” He sniffed. “You could have just said that you didn’t have anything to do with it. And I wouldn’t have any choice but to trust you. Or choose not to trust you, I suppose.”

      “That wouldn’t have served either of us very well,” Lilith said.

      “No. It really wouldn’t have. So thank you. At least now I know that you might or might not have had something to do with them.”

      “How is that better?”

      “I suppose it’s not.”

      “You are a strange man.”

      “I know.”

      “Will she pass?” She glanced to the door then back to Sam. “Your friend. Will she pass this test? Or is it just going to be the two of us?”

      “I’m not going without her.”

      “Even though it might bring you closer to finding him and finding what he wants for you?”

      “I want to stop him more than anything else. And I think that I have to be involved in it, even if I am unprepared. But we also have to make sure that others aren’t hurt in the process.”

      “If he escapes, many more people are going to be hurt,” she said. “Once I learned the truth about him and started to understand his nature, I did what I could to try to reinforce the prison.” She started laughing. “Not that I claim to know as much as those who placed him in prison in the first place, but I thought that I might be able to help fortify it so that he couldn’t use the conduits against us. Then again, he was the one who taught me everything, so anything that I might do would be something that he could undo.” She laughed again. “Which, the more that I thought about it, I think he knew. What do you think about that?”

      “I think he probably intended to use you.”

      “Oh, he most definitely intended to use me. But the more that I think about it, the more that I start to think that maybe I have been using him, too. I learned from him. And that might be all that matters.” She shrugged. “Anyway. Are you ready to go? I will be ready to leave as well.”

      He got to his feet. “Try to get along with her.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I don’t know. But she holds a bit of a grudge for what you did to me.”

      Lilith sucked her teeth. “And what, exactly, did I do to you? Other than help you find your way to the source when it would’ve taken you quite a bit longer otherwise. I mean, I understand that it’s terrible what I did, helping you become the person that you are, and helping you come to understand the kind of power that you could reach.”

      “Just try to get along with her.”

      She rolled her eyes but then shrugged again. “If you say so.”

      Sam headed out, standing in the hall, and for a moment he focused on what he could detect of Tara’s magic. It persisted, her use of the arcane arts, her focus on angulation, and the power that was flowing from her.

      One more night.

      And then she’d be tested.

      He would be there for her.

      Whatever it took. Much like she had been there for him, whatever it had taken from her.
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      Sam didn’t like the way that he felt.

      He was tired, and he had spent much of the night sitting in the alchemy tower, trying to understand a particular pattern that he and Tara had been working on prior to the Nighlan attack failing, but he’d been doing so on his own. He didn’t have Tara with him, which bothered him. It wasn’t so much that she wasn’t there, though he did hate that he was doing this on his own, as that he wished that he were trying to study someplace else. The library in Voran was far more appropriate, only he didn’t know if he could use that for the kind of alchemy he needed. It wasn’t the only reason he had hesitated though.

      The real reason, the one that he had to be the most careful about, was that he didn’t know how safe it was for him to make that journey to Voran, especially alone. There had been a few instances where he had suspected that there had been a bit of a draw upon him, a way of trying to pull on him, and trying to keep him from safely using the conduit. That was what he worried about more than anything else. If something were to happen during the travel, and if he couldn’t get back, he needed someone to know what had happened.

      Sam rubbed his eyes. He looked up at his door, wishing that he had left some sort of a note for Tara to find so that she could join him, but he’d been frustrated, and he was stubborn, and at this point he simply wanted to have some time on his own. Then again, he had plenty of time on his own, especially lately.

      There was a knock on his door. He looked up, thinking that it might be Tara, but when the door opened, he saw that it was not.

      “Joiner,” he said, getting to his feet. “Is everything all right?”

      The master of alchemy rarely came to his room—in fact, he never came to his room. It was unusual, partly because Joiner was busy with so many other aspects of what was involved in dealing with the Nighlan, but also because this was Joiner, and he was stubborn.

      “I need you to come with me.”

      Sam was concerned about the man’s sudden need for him. Given what they’d been going through and the possibility of a Nighlan attack, he immediately thought there was something more taking place.

      “Is there another attack?”

      Joiner regarded him for a moment. “Not yet.”

      Sam rubbed a knuckle into his eyes, exhaustion still working through him. He had lost track of the time, forgotten what he’d been doing, and couldn’t remember how long he’d been studying before drifting off.

      He headed out and looked around. There was a faint, greenish glow over everything. Whatever was going on was tied to alchemy.

      “What time is it?”

      “Late,” Joiner said. “Which is why we need to do this now. Any other time and the other students will learn that something is taking place. I would much prefer that they not know.” He glanced over at Sam, arching a brow. “Unless you want everyone in the alchemy tower to know the kind of things that you’ve been doing.”

      “Is Tara coming with us?”

      “Not Tara. Not for this. I don’t want anything to happen to her.”

      “And who is coming with us?”

      “The only other person capable, Sam. So come with me.”

      Sam joined him in the makeshift room where the lanterns were situated. They were closed off from the rest of the alchemy tower, something that had not been the case before. The lantern room had been open, exposed to the great hall, but now it was isolated, keeping anyone else in the tower from seeing and learning about the lanterns until they were capable of knowing what they were and how they were used.

      Sam didn’t expect that time to come at all for most people within the Academy. There wasn’t anyone there who had demonstrated any connection to the source.

      “Lilith,” he said, reaching the door and striding inside. This was where the faint glow of alchemy had drifted from, and he could see her holding on to some connection to the source, even if he wasn’t entirely sure what she had done with it. “You’re coming.”

      “Should I not say the same about you?”

      He grinned. Lilith stood in the center of the lanterns, reminding him of when he had first traveled with her. Her black hair was pulled back into a braid, and her mouth was fixed in a tight, irritated line. She glanced from Sam to Joiner and then over to the lanterns. She didn’t say anything else.

      Sam joined her. He could only imagine what Tara’s reaction was going to be. When she learned that he had gone off to travel with Joiner and Lilith, she would be upset. Probably with him, even though he wasn’t responsible for choosing this. Tara often didn’t see things that way, though. She would most likely blame him and think that he was the one who had wanted to do this.

      Joiner strode forward, pushed the door closed, and then used a circular pattern of the source to close off the room. It would be a powerful obstruction, one that others wouldn’t be able to easily overwhelm. What reason did Joiner have to secure this space so thoroughly?

      “I need to show you both something. Havash knows about it, and now you, but only because you are the only two who have any talent with the source. I don’t know what to make of it, so don’t ask.”

      Before Sam had a chance to question, a burst of power wrapped around them, pulling on him. He felt the energy of the lanterns beginning to squeeze and constrict, tightening down upon him, until he almost couldn’t breathe. He used his own connection to the source to seal it around himself, and made sure that if he had to, he could use that in order to stay safe once they emerged from the conduit. He didn’t know where Joiner intended to bring them, but the conduit had already started to coalesce, dragging them forward.

      Then it was done.

      He had traveled by the lanterns many times with Joiner, many times where he had felt that energy sweeping around him, but this one was the most powerful that he remembered, as if the master had been hesitant to travel slowly. It was almost as if he feared doing so, giving the impression that if he would take too much time, they wouldn’t be able to step free from it.

      “Where are we?” Sam asked.

      Darkness had swallowed them. They were on the inside of some building without any light, but a faint, sizzling sort of energy swirled around him. He could feel that energy and could feel that pulsation, as if it were going to blast at him.

      “Close to the Barlands,” Lilith said.

      “Close, but not quite. We are on the border of Olway, but far enough that we should not be influenced.”

      “We aren’t in the Barlands?” she asked.

      Joiner shook his head. He traced something in the air, and a swirl of greenish light illuminated everything. It swirled, coming up slowly, gradually, and then began to build even brighter, casting a dark, swirling energy around everything.

      “Why here?” Lilith asked.

      “Because something is changing. That’s why we’re here. And I’m not exactly sure what it is, only that it’s begun to move. Come. I will show you.”

      He strode forward, carrying the green glow with him, and he emerged out into what looked to be a doorway. And then he disappeared.

      Sam looked over to Lilith, who had been quiet. She frowned as she watched where Joiner had disappeared, as if unsure whether she could trust him. “You know where this is?”

      “I don’t,” she said. There was an edge of frustration in her voice, and Sam wondered just what it was that she knew. There was something here, something that she understood, something that she wasn’t saying.

      “You can tell me,” he said.

      “And what, exactly, am I supposed to tell you? I haven’t been here. When I was with Rasan Tel, he didn’t permit me to come to these places. He was trying to keep me away from them, because he wanted to ensure that I couldn’t influence anything.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said.

      “You aren’t sorry,” she said, looking over at him. “You wanted to get a reaction out of me.” Lilith started forward.

      Sam watched her go, and felt as if he had made a mistake with her. Ever since she had come to the Academy and been staying with them, she had been on edge. He was responsible for some of that, he suspected. She had tried to prove her worth and had been a part of defeating Rasan Tel, but what had he done in response other than make her continue to feel as if she were responsible for whatever danger they faced in the city?

      And she wasn’t. She had proven herself.

      He had to stop listening to Tara when it came to her.

      And he needed to help Lilith adjust, settle into the Academy, to try to find a way to understand what more the Academy might be able to offer her, so that she could help them. Besides, Sam thought that there might be things that Lilith could teach him about alchemy. She knew how to control the source in ways that Sam still didn’t understand. She could reach far more access points than he did, and that was what he needed to understand.

      When he stepped out of the building, he immediately noticed the thunder and lightning in the clouds above. It was a cascade of pale yellow, blue, and purple as streaks of lightning continued to shoot all around. Sam looked over to see Joiner standing, arms crossed in front of him.

      “Why did you bring us here?” Lilith asked.

      “I’ve been to the Barlands many times,” he said, glancing over to her, “but I’ve never detected the source nearly as potently as I have. Some aspect of it is changing. Is it him, or is it something else?”

      “Why would I know?”

      “I thought that maybe he had revealed something to you.”

      “That’s all you care about?”

      “I care about stopping him and keeping him from escaping from prison.”

      “If that’s what you care about, then deal with him,” she said, turning to Sam. “He’s the one holding the vrandal that he still wants. So if you think that you need to get to him, then get to him through that.”

      Sam squeezed his hand around the vrandal. He didn’t call upon the source through it, even though he was tempted to. There was a hint of power, some energy, and he was aware of how it flowed into the vrandal, but it was more than just that. It was the energy of this place—the lightning, the thunder, and the sheer connection to the source. It wasn’t nearly as potent as what he had detected near the Barlands, but it was still potent.

      “I fear we are running out of time for you to fully understand what you can do, Sam. Unfortunately, we may not have much choice in the matter. I’d like for you to focus on what you can see. Pay attention to it. But not just on what you can see. I want you to focus on what you can feel. In many ways, what you feel is just as important as what you see. That was something my mentor always taught me.”

      When Joiner mentioned his mentor, it often brought Sam back to wondering what his father might have been able to teach him had he had the opportunity. Would he even have revealed the truth about the source? Perhaps in time, as Sam began to reveal his potential, he might have, or perhaps he would not have.

      Sam thought that he was going to head out into the darkness, into the thunder and lightning, but he didn’t. Instead, Joiner turned and headed back into the building. He waited for them inside, and Lilith turned away from Sam, saying nothing as she did.

      He looked up. With each bolt of lightning, and with each rumbling of thunder, the connection to the source filled him. He detected that deep within himself, as if some deep-seated source was trying to flow through him, connecting him to this greater energy of the world. He couldn’t help but want to embrace that.

      It was a kind of power that left him marveling at the energy available out here in this part of the world. The Barlands had always been filled with storms, but it was more than just the storms, Sam suspected. There was actual power here as well. That had to be the reason for the power.

      He went inside, and once he was there, he caught up to Joiner and Lilith, pausing in the middle of the lanterns. “Are you ready?” Joiner asked.

      “Are you going to bring us around the Barlands?” Lilith asked.

      “Something like that.”

      With another burst of power, a greenish haze flowed, and Joiner pressed out, sending energy out to each of the lanterns. As that power coalesced around them, it surged, catching him and carrying them through a conduit. Sam barely had a chance to resist. He tried to wrap some of his own connection to the source around himself, and then reached for other access points, adding another connection. By the time he managed to do that, the conduit had faded, and the travel had eased, letting him free.

      They were in an open-air space.

      It looked something like a stone temple, with pillars all around, and he could feel the power from the lanterns circling them, but nothing more than that. Lilith turned, glancing at the sky immediately. Sam followed the direction of her gaze, and he could feel the energy, the thunder and the lightning and the power that was all there. He frowned.

      “This is not the Barlands,” Joiner said. He breathed out. “Can you feel it?”

      “I can feel something,” Sam said.

      “It’s the same,” Lilith said, turning to Joiner. “It’s like what is present in the Barlands, but we aren’t there. I know this place. I have been here before.”

      “I thought as much,” Joiner said. “This place is connected to many different access points.”

      “Access points?”

      “Conduit access points.” He looked up at the sky. “And I’m starting to think that I can piece together just what it is that Rasan Tel thinks to do. He’s using his connection to the conduits, and he’s trying to create something different. Some sort of connection with power, but I don’t exactly know what it will do.”

      Lilith stepped away from the lanterns, moving out and away from the temple, to stand on the grassy plain. It was late, a warm breeze gusted, so different than the cool wind that he felt so often when he was in Tavran. This was pleasant, almost. But there was the energy of the storm, the energy that came from the source, and the energy that he felt all around him. It was that energy that he detected, that power that continued to batter him, as if it were trying to prove a point and provide a warning.

      “What is it?” Sam asked, heading toward Lilith.

      “It shouldn’t be here,” she said. She looked up at the sky and raised her hands, holding them up for just a moment. “None of this should be here. I don’t know what it is though. I don’t know why it is, only that I can feel it. Can you?”

      “I can feel the source,” he said. “What else am I supposed to feel?”

      “Perhaps that’s all you’re supposed to feel,” she said. “But I feel the way that it pulls upon me. It’s like there is some connection here, something that is drawing upon us, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “I can feel the source.”

      “The source is here,” she said. “And it’s potent.”

      “There are others just like it,” Joiner said. “And when we start to follow them, you can start to feel how they circle Olway.”

      She looked over. “He’s using conduits to access the source?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t understand. I wish that I did, but I’m not powerful enough.”

      He said it with what seemed like frustration, but there was no shame in admitting that he wasn’t as powerful as Rasan Tel. They had battled, and Joiner had barely managed to survive the attack. But Rasan Tel had been imprisoned. At some point, if he managed to succeed in escaping from prison, they would have a very different danger to deal with. Would they be ready? Sam suspected Joiner feared that answer, and perhaps he didn’t know. Much like Sam didn’t.

      “Why did you show us this?” Sam asked.

      “Because we need to understand. And there aren’t many who can. I’ve been working with some, but they were lost.” The man’s voice trailed off, and he glanced up at the sky, taking a deep breath and pulling upon power. “We are woefully underprepared for the Nighlan. And that’s nothing about what will happen if and when Rasan Tel decides to make his move.” He looked to Lilith. “We have to find a way to be ready.”

      “We won’t be,” Lilith said. When Joiner gave her a look, she shrugged. “I don’t know if you can be ready for anything that he might do. He planned this. All of this. Probably longer than we have even known.”

      “We can stop it,” Sam said. “There has to be some alchemy that will work to stop it.”

      “Maybe there once was,” she said. “But if he’s already using conduits, somehow summoning energy of the Barlands here . . .”

      “Why the Barlands?”

      “Because it’s a place powerful with the source,” she said. “We’ve always known that. There are other places like it, but they’re remote. It can be difficult to reach them. It’s part of the reason the conduits have been so useful. Or were before Rasan Tel now began to influence them.” She looked to Joiner. “Is that what you brought us here for?”

      Joiner let out a heavy breath. “I worry that he’s learned something new. He has had nothing but time to study and prepare. He’s grown powerful. Impossibly powerful. And we need to find some way to counter him.”

      But Sam could tell from his tone that he didn’t know if they had any way to handle Rasan Tel. For that matter, given what Sam had seen, he wasn’t convinced that they did either.

      Joiner glanced up at the sky and frowned. “The more I feel that, the more I can tell what I was doing, the more I begin to question my purpose. I was trying to find answers, but maybe what we need to do is find a way of protecting the Academy and those who can use the arcane arts.”

      “Or we just find the Nighlan,” Sam said.

      “The Nighlan are scattered. And as Rasan Tel permits them to use the conduits, they don’t share the same limitations as we do. They can travel and escape. They can run.” He sounded frustrated, but it was more than that. It was almost resignation. “The Academy thinks they can protect Olway, but there are limits to what can be done here. They have barely managed to protect Tavran. It took students.”

      He shook his head, sounding more irritated than Sam had heard him before. Joiner wasn’t all that much older than Sam, but he certainly was more experienced with such things, and he had a greater ability with the source than Sam did. Greater than even Lilith, and she had trained with Rasan Tel.

      Sam looked to Lilith. “What do you think we should do?”

      “He never let me learn enough to stop him,” she said. “And I’m not exactly sure what he did. There were secrets.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what they were. I don’t know that I could find them. But if he’s uncovered some way to direct power through conduits . . .”

      “Do you think it will allow him to manifest even while imprisoned?”

      Tara looked over to him. “Even while he’s been imprisoned, you’ve felt his presence. You have seen him making his influence known, stepping across the distance and reaching out, using his power to exert an influence. He has broken free of his prison because of that.”

      Because of her, Sam didn’t add, but he didn’t need to. He could see Lilith’s own remorse in her eyes.

      “If he were to escape, I don’t know that there is anything that we could do to keep him from marching across these lands and taking control.”

      “For what reason though?”

      “Does there need to be a reason? He wants power.”

      “It seems to me that there has to be something more to it.”

      Tara snorted. “Not for a man like that. He was angry that he was placed in prison. I didn’t see it at first. While training with him, he seemed so rational.” She grunted. “Over time, I began to see him for what he was, and who he was. And I started see the edge underneath all of it. He is angry that he was placed in the prison.”

      “Then we need to learn why he was imprisoned.”

      “What will that do to help us?”

      “It might help us know what we need to do to stop him.”

      “Keep him in prison. That’s how we stop him.” She looked up at the sky. “And even that might not be possible.”

      “There has to be some way,” he said.

      Sam followed her back to the center of the temple, where Joiner was waiting.

      He flicked his gaze at the sky before turning his attention back to Sam. “I need your mind, Sam. I need your talent, Lilith. In between the two of you, maybe we can chase down what he is doing and prevent him from succeeding. We have access to the conduits.”

      “For now,” he said.

      “For now,” Joiner agreed. “Eventually, he might overpower that, and we will lose that connection, but for now we will hold on to it.”

      Sam reached for the vrandal, feeling the same power through it that he often did while holding the device. It was one more piece of the prison. Perhaps the last one. If he lost it . . .

      Sam tried not to think like that, but it was difficult knowing that he alone might be the last line of defense that held Rasan Tel in place. If he were to fall, or to lose the vrandal, then Rasan Tel would escape from his prison, and they would have to worry about more than just the Nighlan. Even partially imprisoned, he had been difficult to deal with.

      “We have to deal with the conduits,” Lilith said. “But unfortunately, he knows more than anyone, and he’s been influencing them.”

      “Can we seal them off?” Sam said.

      “Not without giving up our advantage,” Joiner said.

      Not just with Rasan Tel, but also with the Nighlan. But even more than that, there was something else that worried him. If they lost control of the conduits, if they were no longer able to use that power, it meant that he wouldn’t be able to go to Voran.

      And that was where the true knowledge existed.

      Maybe he needed to spend more time there. Time when he could research, learn about the conduits, and try to come up with an idea of what Rasan Tel intended. Even if he did, though, Sam wasn’t going to be strong enough to stop it.

      Joiner glanced between them. “It’s time that we get you back. But it’s also time that you take your training seriously.”

      “I’ve always taken my training seriously,” Lilith said.

      “In this case, I want you to redouble your efforts. And Sam, I need for you to be ready. He may come for you. You still hold the key to his prison. And we may need you to stop him, regardless of what else happens.”

      Lilith looked uncertain. Sam was reminded of how little Tara trusted her, though Sam felt like she wanted to help. More than that, he had the sneaking suspicion that she felt as if she needed to, especially given what she had been through with Rasan Tel.

      Eventually, he had to press her about her role in what happened to his parents. But not yet. Not now.

      “This is a danger out here. This is why we continue to train. This is why we came to the Barlands,” Joiner said. “And this is why you must be ready. We need to understand what he plans, and the only way to do that is by coming to this very place. Get some rest, and we will need to keep working.”

      He started away, and Sam had the sense that Joiner was far more concerned than he was letting on.

      Not only that, but Lilith was also.

      Worse, he suspected both of them knew something they weren’t sharing.

      Maybe it was time for him to learn that as well.

      Sam couldn’t help but feel the power as it surged around them, and he wondered if he would learn enough to stop what was coming.
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      The hallway was quiet.

      He skipped class, though he been skipping class for quite often these days, and he didn’t feel so bad about it anymore. He no longer worried about what his instructors would say. At some point, Sam knew that his time in his classes would be over, and perhaps it would end far sooner than he had anticipated. But then, he was taking class now for a very different reason. This wasn’t about him trying to understand the source, diving into one of his many access points, or anything else about that. It was more about him waiting for her.

      And she was there.

      He could feel the testing.

      “Well?”

      Sam spun and realized that James was behind him, which left him wondering how long he had been there.

      “What are you doing?”

      James nodded toward the door to the great hall. “I followed you. When you skipped out on our last class, I thought I would figure out what you are doing. I wondered if maybe it had to do with alchemy and wanted to see if you might put in a good word on my behalf, but then you came here.” He scratched his head and looked over to the doors. They were closed. Sam didn’t need them be open for him to feel the use of the arcane arts inside, though. He could feel that energy, and that power, and he could feel everything within it.

      He could tell the kind of patterns that Tara was using. There was a part of him that was tempted to try to influence them, but he did not think that he should. Besides, she would know. Almost no one else within the Academy would know if he tried to influence them, but she would.

      “I’m waiting for Tara.”

      “What’s she doing in there? Does she have some advanced angulation class? I didn’t realize they met in the middle of the day. Most of those classes are in the evenings, and you have to be invited, you know.” James glanced over, arching a brow. “Wait. Have you been invited? I know things have been different since the Nighlan attack, but I didn’t think that the advanced angulation classes had changed that much.” He looked a little nervous. “But then, you do have some sort of a strange rapport with the grandam, so maybe.” He glanced over at Sam. “Is that what this was about? Have you been sneaking off because you’re doing advanced angulation?”

      “I’m not doing advanced angulation,” Sam said. He almost told James that he simply could not. There would be no point in him trying, especially as any sort of angulation wouldn’t make a difference for him, but he decided against it. Instead, he looked toward the door, frowning for a moment. “It’s not for me here. Tara is in there getting tested.”

      “For what?”

      “Graduation.”

      James’s eyes widened. “What?” He spun toward Sam. “They’re still nearly six months before she should be tested. She has a long time. And usually, the fourth-year students are cramming quite a bit to try to prepare themselves for testing.” He shook his head. “You do know that it’s called the fourth year, even though it’s technically a fifth. They finish the fourth year, and only spend the last year, or really almost a year, getting ready for testing. And you telling me that Tara is skipping all that?”

      “Are you surprised?”

      “That it would be her? No, but I don’t know that I’ve ever heard of anybody skipping. Why would she do that to herself? How long has she known about this?”

      “Oh, a couple days.”

      James started to smile. “Is that what Havash wanted you for?”

      “That and something else,” Sam said.

      “She can’t really have been trying to prepare in a couple days. Nobody could do that.”

      “Why?”

      He started to laugh. “Sometimes I forget just how little you know. I forget that you came from the Barlands, and so you aren’t as aware of everything that goes on within the Academy, but I figured you would have learned that much at least. You’re talking about her condensing everything that she’s learned into a few days. And then some. She has to prove that she can be a true master of the arcane arts. Most who reach the first test fail, Sam.”

      Sam looked over to the door, and he finally started to understand just why Tara had been as anguished as she had. He also understood why Havash had treated it like a very different question that he’d been asking of her.

      He should’ve understood, or at least he should’ve asked questions. That he hadn’t suggested a lack of interest that he didn’t have. Sam was concerned for her, and he should’ve been more concerned than he had been.

      He saw James watching him, and there was a hint of mirth in his eyes. “You can’t tell me that you really didn’t know, did you?”

      “I saw her when she was studying,” he said. “But I didn’t ask her when I should have. I guess I didn’t know.”

      James laughed. “You really amuse me. I know that you shouldn’t, and I know I shouldn’t say this, but for as smart as you are, sometimes you can be clueless.”

      “You’re starting to sound like Tara.”

      “Oh? Did she tell you that you were clueless, too? That should’ve been your first clue.” He started laughing. “Or maybe not. Again, I don’t know when it comes to you.”

      Sam looked at the door and could feel the arcane arts use inside. It was times like these when he was thankful for the time that he had spent unable to see, time when he had been forced to learn another way of detecting the use of the arcane arts and come to understand angulation in ways that he had not before. He could feel that use of power, and though he wasn’t exactly sure what it was that Tara was doing, because he couldn’t see the patterns forming, he still detected an element that radiated outward, pressing in upon him, making him feel that energy.

      “You don’t have to stay here,” he said.

      “I wanted to be here when she got done.”

      “How long ago did she go in?”

      “A bit more than an hour,” Sam said.

      James started to laugh. “Only an hour? I’m guessing that even with somebody like Tara, she has the better part of several hours ahead of her.” He glanced over. “Or did she tell you that?”

      “She didn’t.”

      “The two of you need to be better communicators, I think.”

      “I thought we were. Alchemy requires that you communicate well, especially as we have to share that connection in order for us to perform some of the types of alchemy that we do.”

      “Well, maybe apply some of your alchemy to your relationship. I’m sure she would appreciate it.”

      Sam snorted. He watched the door. A part of him wondered if he could find a way through the Study Hall and maybe even get in to watch. There were different ways to access the Study Hall, though in all the time that he had ventured through those holes, he didn’t recall the great hall. Maybe there wasn’t any place he could see.

      “Why don’t you come sit outside with me at least,” James said.

      “I . . .”

      James grabbed his arm, pulling them toward the stairs.

      “You don’t need to stand here. You’re not going to help her at all by just standing here, and all you’re going to do is make yourself miserable. Is that what you’re trying to do?”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      James laughed and dragged him forward. “Come along. I can let you tell me all about what she did to prepare. I’m going to have to pass the same testing one day. We both are.”

      He just nodded, though he didn’t want to disagree. Still, eventually, Sam thought that he was going to have to let James know the truth of his status within the Academy. It wasn’t going to be a matter of him mastering the same lessons that James knew. He was never going to be tested on that. One day, he might have to be tested on what he knew of alchemy, though even when he did that, he wasn’t sure that the testing would be quite the same. Given that his understanding of alchemy and the way that he used it was different than that of the Academy, it might not even be a test that he had to take.

      Increasingly, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps everything about the Academy was different for him than it should be. What purpose did he have in staying here, anyway?

      He wouldn’t tell Tara that, though.

      Tara wanted him to stay with her, to work with her and continue to progress.

      And though he understood, he wasn’t sure that staying in the Academy much longer made much sense.

      Perhaps Havash had known that and had come to recognize that Sam wouldn’t be able to stay here any longer. Perhaps Havash had known that it was time for him to go somewhere else, making time for him to learn about alchemy in a different place, a place where he could truly become a master of alchemy, where he might even come to understand the source much better than he had before.

      He followed James down the stairs. Those troubled thoughts lingered within him. When he reached the main hall of the Academy, he looked up the stairs. He could feel the arcane arts, the distinct signature that came from Tara, and though he wasn’t watching, he wondered if he might be able to track the power that she was using. He tried to make sense of her patterns even from here.

      “Sam?”

      He turned back and looked at James. The boy was watching him, bristling.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just worried about her. You know, I hadn’t given it enough thought, and didn’t really pay any attention to the kind of things that she’s been going through, and she’s doing it for me—”

      “What do you mean she’s doing it for you?”

      He wanted to curse himself. Then again, he had been keeping so much from James during the time that he’d been at the Academy. Sam increasingly felt as if he needed to share with him, mostly so that James could understand what he was going through, and so that he would know that Sam didn’t want to continue to keep things from him. He had to trust his friend, after all.

      “We can talk about it out in the garden,” he said.

      “Why?” Suspicion entered James’s voice.

      “Why don’t we just go outside?”

      Sam glanced along the hall. It was still early enough in the day that most of the students were in classes. There were a few who scampered along the hall, though they were typically running errands on behalf of senior-level students or even some of the master instructors. They barely paid the pair any attention.

      They stepped outside. The sunlight shone down, illuminating the day, forcing Sam to squint. The garden smelled of flowers, but that wasn’t what he noticed first. He noticed the faint tracing of power around the entirety of the Academy grounds. Most of it was arcane arts, a complex pattern woven all throughout it, all designed to protect the Academy from the potential danger of the Nighlan, but there was an element of alchemy here as well. Sam himself had placed some of it, but most of the more complicated patterns had been added by Joiner. Sam noticed those patterns, and he had come here often in order for him to study them so that he could try to detect just what it was that Joiner had done. If he were able to one day reach for a more complicated pattern of the source, he might be able to take different access points, mixing them together and finding answers.

      “Why are you staring at the wall?”

      “I’m just thinking about the protections that are here.”

      “You mean the alchemy items that have been placed? Did you have any hand in those?”

      Sam shook his head. “Not those. We were making things for the war.”

      He took a seat on a bench, and James just stood in front of him, watching. “What do you mean that you’re making things for the war?”

      “I suppose it doesn’t matter if we tell you now. During the Nighlan attack, Tara and I were called over to Chasten’s shop so that we could help manufacture alchemy items on behalf of the Academy for the war. We made a few different explosive items, and there was one thing that was even more effective.”

      “I can’t believe that they would’ve involved students like that.”

      “Well, if the war would’ve taken a turn for the worse, they would’ve done more than just include students. They would have pulled some of the senior-level students out into the war.”

      His eyes widened. “That’s more than just a rumor?”

      “Havash told me. I think they were trying to avoid it as long as possible, and when we came up with a way of deflecting the Nighlan, pushing them away so that we could neutralize their power, they weren’t able to attack as much, so the alchemists, along with the masters of the arcane arts, were able to push them back.”

      James gawked at him. “You’re saying that something you created turned the tide of the war?”

      “Well, Tara and me.”

      James whistled, taking a seat on the bench. “I didn’t realize. You disappeared quite a bit then, and I thought that it was all tied to you going off within the alchemy tower. That was when Joiner first showed up, after all, and there hadn’t been a true master in the alchemy tower in quite a while. Ever since the explosion, from the stories I hear. Though, to hear people talk of it, they don’t think much of Joiner compared to some of those other alchemists.” He shrugged. “I can’t say that I know much about it. I don’t know what those other alchemists were like or how skilled they were to compare them to Joiner. Maybe they were about the same.”

      Sam looked at the wall. He doubted that they had been the same. He didn’t know any of those other alchemists, but he had a feeling that they were not quite as potent as Joiner. How could they be? He had a different understanding, a different connection, of the power of the source. Not only that, he also knew how to use it in ways that were different than what they had been learning. They probably would have only been able to reach for a few access points, if that. How many more could Joiner reach?

      Sam thought of the almanac that he had studied when he first found it, and how that had helped him learn, and how his understanding of all of that had exploded the more he studied.

      “That’s what I want to tell you,” he said, looking over to James. His friend was staring straight ahead, looking at a row of shrubs and tipping his head to the side.

      “Were they sculpted like that?”

      “Alchemy,” Sam said.

      James looked over. “Even the shrubs?”

      “It’s a new technique. They started shaping them so that they could try to increase the protections within the garden.”

      Now, many of the shrubs looked like different points on a pattern. The shape was complicated, but it was something that Sam and Tara had suggested. He wasn’t about to say that to James at this point. The boy already had questions, and Sam didn’t know that he had any answers for his friend.

      “Strange,” James said. He jumped to his feet and headed over to the nearest of the shrubs, tracing a simple circle, the power glowing from him in a very basic angulation.

      After having spent as much time with Tara as Sam had, seeing somebody performing basic angulation was almost jarring. It wasn’t that he was unskilled. James had reasonable potential, but he wasn’t nearly as skilled as some of the other first-year students. Sam’s understanding of angulation was just far greater than that which James possessed, which was part of the reason James had asked Sam to help him study a few times, even though James knew that Sam wasn’t able to actually demonstrate the arcane arts quite as well as he needed.

      “I can feel something here,” he said. He finished another pattern, and before Sam could reach for them, pulling back, the pattern exploded away from him, struck the shrub, and bounced back, throwing James away.

      Sam raced over to where James was lying on the ground, looking up at the sky, blinking slowly.

      “You could’ve warned me,” James said, rolling his head as he looked over.

      “I didn’t think that you were going to be stupid enough to attack a line of shrubs.” Sam offered him a hand, helping him to his feet. “Consider this a warning. You can’t fight the shrubbery in the garden. It is alchemy now, as well. Another layer of protection placed upon the Academy, different than it was before, because there are some like Havash and other professors who are concerned about the possibility that the Nighlan might break into the garden again and conduct an attack. They wanted to be able to create lines of defense, and so we did this.”

      “We meaning you?”

      Sam nodded. “We meaning me. Tara. Joiner.”

      “I see.” He glanced over to the door. “Why is it that she’s the only one testing?” He turned back to Sam. “I know you’re only a first-year student, but you can do things that no other student can do.”

      Sam wanted to tell him. He wasn’t sure how.

      “That’s what I want to tell you. I’m not going to be at the Academy much longer.”

      “Are you going over to work with Chasten again?”

      “Not that. I have to go to the Barlands.”

      James started to laugh, but he cut off when he saw that Sam wasn’t laughing with him. “Why do you need to go to the Barlands? That means you’re going home.”

      “Not home. We’re going to see if there’s anything that we might able to do to keep the Nighlan from attacking there.”

      “You are going? Just you?”

      “Not just me. There’s another person who’s coming with me. And Tara.”

      James cringed at him. His brow creased, and he bit his lip for a moment. “That’s why she had a test.” He glanced over to the door for a moment, then turned his attention back to Sam. “They didn’t want to send her out as a student. As a fully trained master of the arcane arts, that would be different.”

      Sam nodded. “See? I knew that you were smart.”

      “I never said I wasn’t smart,” he said. “But why? What can do?”

      “Well,” he began, “it’s complicated. It has something to do with alchemy, and the particular type of alchemy that I can do. That’s what they are after.”

      “I see. Which means you don’t want to tell me.”

      Sam shook his head. “That’s not what it means, actually. What it means is that there are different levels of ability within alchemy, much like there are different levels of ability with the arcane arts. There are some like Tara—”

      “And you.”

      Sam shook his head. “Not like me. I don’t have Tara’s ability with the arcane arts. I might understand it, and I might be able to describe what needs to be done, and I might even be able to point out weaknesses in a particular pattern, but I can’t do anything Tara can do. But I can do things with alchemy that others can’t.”

      “Which is why I need you to get me into the alchemy tower,” James said. “You can teach me.”

      “I think it would be great if you wanted to learn alchemy.” And he meant it. Having more people who were interested in alchemy, the kind of alchemy that the Academy taught, would be beneficial. But Sam wasn’t sure that his friend really understood what he was asking.

      “That’s not what you’re getting on about, is it?”

      Sam shook his head. “Not really. I have a different connection to alchemy because there are different forms of magic. I’m not exactly sure how to explain it to you, but it’s the kind of magic that I can do, that Joiner can do, that some of the other alchemists can do, and it’s different than what other Academy teachers can do.”

      “Great,” James said, shaking his head. “Now you’re not only gifted with the arcane arts, but you’re gifted with some other kind of unusual magic that not everyone can even do?”

      “Because I can’t do your kind of magic,” Sam said. He smiled tightly. If he was going to leave the Academy, and increasingly he thought that he might do so for a long stretch of time, he would need somebody to keep an eye on his sister. He wanted to let James know, so he had to be honest. He had to let them know. “I can’t use the arcane arts. I can see it. When you traced your pattern, I knew what you were doing and thought it was mostly just a defensive type of pattern, but then you went and pushed it forward, which changed the angulation of it enough that it exploded at you. I suspect that had you twisted it a few more degrees off to the side . . .” Sam shook his head, realizing how he sounded. He needed to be careful with this. James didn’t need Sam lecturing to him. “Regardless. I can’t do your kind of magic. What I can do is different.”

      “What can you do?”

      Sam stood and started to reach for the source. As he did, he noticed something. There was a strange tingling sense. It came from outside of the wall that surrounded the Academy grounds.

      He took a step forward.

      “Sam?”

      He waved his hand, quieting James.

      Talking wasn’t going to disrupt anything that James might do, but it would certainly impact Sam. It might slow his ability to detect what he needed to detect.

      “Where are you going?”

      Sam paused. He realized that he had been moving away, and turned back toward James. When he did, he felt something else. It was a tension. He had felt that sort of tension before. It was the kind of tension that he felt when traveling by the lanterns.

      And somebody was doing it on the other side of the wall.
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      Sam reached the wall, immediately drawing upon different access points, forming a triple-layer barrier that he wrapped around himself, weaving it in a way that spun in all directions so that he could feel that power. He had to get over the wall, which meant getting through the protections that were woven through the garden.

      James had hurried up behind him. He kept glancing back, looking toward the Academy, and it seemed like he was nervous about coming with Sam. Perhaps he should have been.

      “You should go back,” Sam said. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, and I don’t know that I can protect you here.”

      “Protect me? What are you going on about?”

      “I’m telling you that I don’t know that I can protect you here. There is something on the other side of the wall.”

      “We should go get an instructor.”

      Sam nodded. “You should do that. Run back. Go and interrupt what Tara is doing. Let them know that I felt something. Havash. Or Joiner, if you see him.”

      Sam stepped forward, and he reached for the wall, pressing his hand against it. He could feel the arcane arts, and the alchemy, woven within it. There was a distinct sensation to it, and as he traced his hands along the surface of the wall, he could feel that energy, and began to feel the coursing of power, and started to wonder if perhaps he might be able to push through it.

      Or over it. It might be easier to go over.

      There were a few different patterns that he could use to launch himself up to the top of the wall. But even that he didn’t need to do. He could solidify the power around him, create steps, and . . .

      James grabbed him, spinning around. “What do you think you’re doing? Is this what it’s like with you and her?”

      “More often than not,” Sam said.

      He turned away and created the first of his steps. It was little more than a circular platform they stood on, and then he created another. Before he jumped, James scurried alongside him.

      Sam glanced over. “I don’t know that you want to do this. I don’t know how dangerous it is on the other side as well.”

      “Then you shouldn’t go either,” James said.

      “I’m afraid that I have no choice.”

      He created another platform and then jumped.

      It was easy enough to hold it, but the higher he got off the ground, the more difficult it would be for him to maintain that circular platform, and he started to wonder if perhaps that was even the wrong strategy in the first place.

      His vrandal. Sam reached into his pocket, slipped the vrandal into his hand, and looked up at the wall.

      “What is that?”

      James was looking at his hand, and Sam opened it, tapping on it. “This is a device of alchemy that allows me to reach for different kind of power than I could otherwise. It helps me concentrate. I don’t know what we’re going to find over the wall, and I need to be ready in case I am attacked by one of the Nighlan.”

      James laughed. “The Nighlan can’t get into the city. The army is surrounding it. And you told me that you and Tara were responsible for creating some protections around the city that should keep them from attacking.”

      “Should, but . . . Well, there’s no way to say this, but there is a dangerous man who might have escaped from a prison, and we are doing all that we can to try to keep him from attacking, but I can’t say whether or not he has figured out a way past those protections.”

      “And you’re going after him?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happens if he reaches the city?”

      “Many might die.”

      Sam created another circular platform and then jumped.

      When he reached the top of the wall, James was there standing with him. He was glowing with the arcane arts and had created a protective barrier around himself. The boy added another element to it, one that was different than he had before, a circular ball of power. A quick flick, and he could send it streaking away from him. It was a little sloppy, and Sam hurriedly nudged the angulation to solidify it in a better way, which elicited a strange look from James.

      “It’s not quite right,” Sam said. “I told you. I can see lines of angulation, and I can tell what you’re doing. I can correct the pattern.”

      “Well, I suppose I should say thanks.”

      “Anyway, that’s probably the right pattern for you to hold. I am going to have to push us through the protections up here, and then I don’t know what we are going to find on either side.”

      There was still a residual energy, some pressure. He looked around the city, but down below, he didn’t see anything. There were a few people out in the streets, but not nearly as many as there once would’ve been. There was no sign of a haze, no energy like he saw when he traveled by the lanterns. There was just the movement. And there was what he could feel. Sam was convinced that he had felt it. Convinced it was real, but that didn’t mean he could find it.

      “What about Chasten? Can’t you ask him for help?”

      “He disappeared,” Sam said.

      And he grabbed James by the arm, pressed the vrandal up against the barrier around the wall, and stepped through it. As soon as he did, he created another protective step, and they dropped down to the ground.

      Then they were out of the Academy.

      It wasn’t the easiest way out. It would be complicated for them to return, but it had them out. Now that they were there, he couldn’t help but feel as if he had made a mistake in bringing James with him. James was smart and clever, and had proven that he was competent, but was it the right thing for him to do to bring his friend with him on a mission like this, especially when James didn’t really understand the dangers? The boy had never faced the Nighlan the way that he and Tara had.

      But he might have to.

      Sam looked over to James. “You sure about this?”

      “Are you?”

      “Well, I have dealt with the Nighlan a few times, along with worse things. When Bethal attacked, I helped stop her. Both times.”

      “You know she once disciplined me for talking in one of my classes.”

      “I’m sure she did,” Sam said.

      “It’s not like you don’t talk in any of your classes.”

      “I don’t get caught,” Sam said. “Because I can do things that they don’t understand.”

      James wrinkled his nose. “You know, maybe that wouldn’t be all bad. I wonder what it might be like for me to know how to do the same thing. I was hoping that you could use your connections within the alchemy tower to get me admitted, so I can learn how to use your form of alchemy.” James looked over to him. “I’m not going to deny that I want to be able to do some of the wild things I’ve seen from you and Tara. And I suspect you are able to do more than what you’ve told me.”

      Sam suppressed a laugh. Far more, though he wasn’t going to tell James that.

      “Just like that,” Sam said, striding down the road away from the Academy.

      When they were a dozen steps away, James looked back. “It feels strange, leaving like this. It feels like I’m trying to escape from something, but I spent so much of my life wanting to get into the Academy.” He looked at Sam. “Does it feel that way for you?”

      “I never belonged. And so when I first left the Academy, it was more like I was escaping from a lie.”

      “What do you mean you never belonged? You fit in better than anybody else in our year. I’m sure that even the professors would say that. You can do things, can remember things, and can describe things that nobody else can do. I mean, you even impressed Tara. Nobody else has done that either. There have been other boys who tried.”

      Sam smiled at that. He wondered what Tara would think of learning that there were stories about her and boys trying to impress her. She’d probably be annoyed. That would be typical for her.

      “Like I said, I never really belonged because I wasn’t supposed to be at the Academy.” Sam was throwing a lot at James at once. “I told you that the only reason I ended up in the Academy was because of my sister. I try to protect her. We were poor. Incredibly poor. And we were homeless. Coming to the Academy gave us a place to stay. I thought that I might be able to protect her, help her with her studies, especially because I have always had a gift with remembering things, but once we got here, I realized and she realized that that wasn’t going to be the safest strategy.” He felt another squeeze, the same pressure, and realized it did come from Chasten’s shop.

      He hurried across the street, making his way quickly, with James following after him.

      “For smart as you are, I would figure that you would’ve come up with some strategy to catch up with your sister. There’s no reason the two of you can’t be together. You just chose not to.”

      Sam glanced over. “It’s not a matter of choosing not to be together. It was a matter of helping her. Letting her find her own place. And she didn’t really want it.” He sighed. A wagon rolled past them, and he studied it. He didn’t see anything unusual about it, but he couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be something going on here, something that he could and should find. “I think that’s why she’s maddest at me. It’s taken me a while to realize that as well. You talk about me being smart, and maybe I’m book smart, but I haven’t always been the best with certain things. Relationships, for one. At least, not lately. I tried to protect Mia my whole life, ever since her parents were lost, and maybe I didn’t do it the right way. I’m starting to wonder if maybe she didn’t even want any of this.”

      “Most people want to end up at the Academy,” James said. “Even if they only spend a year there. Getting accepted is like punching your ticket. You can do anything. She doesn’t have to stay within Tavran. She can go and tell people that she was once a student at the Academy. That in itself is a way to freedom. You didn’t do anything to harm your sister. You helped her. You freed her. And you offered her the one thing that it sounds like you really wanted for her. A future.”

      Sam smiled tightly. “Well, I did want that for her. And, perhaps selfishly, I wanted it for myself.”

      Now that he was here in Tavran and studying at the Academy, even soon to leave it, he had found that future. More and more, he began to think that perhaps that future was better and brighter for him than it would be for his sister.

      And maybe that was what bothered her.

      He hadn’t considered that before, but he could see why it would trouble Mia.

      How could it not? How could it not bother her that Sam had been the one thinking to hide out in the Academy, thinking that he would have to conceal himself, to deal with the fear of expulsion the entire year, only to be the one who had the most potential?

      But that wasn’t entirely true. Mia had her own type of potential, which was different.

      “Why are you heading over to the alchemy shop?” James asked.

      “Because I’m feeling something there.”

      “In the shop?”

      “It’s not far from here,” he said.

      He continued focusing, feeling the energy, and as he did, he began to detect something more. The squeezing sensation began again. Had he not been out in the Academy grounds, he might not have noticed it.

      For all the time that he’d spent in the Academy, the walls had protected him from detecting certain things. Not only that, but the protections placed within the Academy itself often prevented him from detecting things. That could be good, but it also might have limited him from offering a measure of protection that he might have wanted to.

      He hurried across the street and went to the window.

      “This is Chasten’s shop?” James asked.

      “There’s a basement beneath it. This is where Tara and I came.”

      “How did you get out here?”

      “We had Havash’s permission, so it was easy enough to slip out.”

      Sam poked his head in the window, looking inside. When he did, he saw one of the store workers, the same man he had seen the last time that he’d been here, standing near the back counter. There were no patrons in the shop. The man seemed unconcerned about the continuous, fluctuating pressure that Sam felt beneath the shop.

      He swept his gaze around the inside of the shop, looking at the different items. Chasten had a well-supplied shop. There were many different items, many different artifacts, that Chasten had created, but there were also items that other alchemists had created.

      Sam was tempted to go inside, but his last experience here had made it so that he was a little more uncertain about whether he would be permitted.

      “Are we just going to stand here?” James asked.

      “I need for you to go in.”

      “Why?”

      “I need a distraction.”

      “I thought I was coming with you to help.”

      Sam glanced at James, then into the shop. “And you can. I’m going to go into the warehouse beneath the shop, but the back door has been closed off to us. I need you to serve as a distraction. Pull the store owner over to that corner,” he said, motioning to the far side of the wall. “And then if you can, tip something over. Maybe break it.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I need you to distract him. I just need to get past him. If I get down to the basement and can find what I’m detecting, then you can leave.”

      “Leave you there?”

      “Like I said, there’s no way in, so if it’s closed off to me, then I’ll just come back out. I’ll play dumb.”

      “Which doesn’t suit you very well, so maybe I provide a distraction for you to come back out.”

      “Only if you can,” he said. He didn’t want James to linger in the shop and draw the wrong kind of attention from the store worker. Especially with what he was going to have to do. He thought that he might need to break free, and it came down to using his access to the source. He was more than willing to do it, but he also didn’t want to get James into the wrong kind of trouble. The other boy still had a future at the Academy.

      Unlike Sam.

      He waited until James entered.

      Then he watched from the window as James made his way along the shelves, picking his way carefully, pulling different items of alchemy up, holding them, and then setting them back down. He was good. He twisted them, holding on to them before dropping them again. Almost as if he were testing each item, rather than just exploring.

      At one point, James stopped near the back of the shop and said something. Sam wished he could hear him. There might’ve been a way for him to create a pattern so that he could hear something, but unfortunately there was nothing clear for him. He waited, watching, hoping that perhaps James might draw the worker off to the side, but instead the man just lingered at the back of the shop. He seemed disinterested.

      James glanced over the window, his eyes wide, almost as if trying to tell Sam that it wasn’t going to work. Through it all, Sam was still aware of that occasional pressure, that squeezing, that suggested to him that there was something going on, but he didn’t know how to get in without drawing the wrong kind of attention. He needed to wait for James to draw this person off, and only when he did so would Sam be able to go inside.

      Sam waved him off, and James turned back. He lifted up an item of alchemy. And then he dropped it.

      That got the worker moving. He scurried toward it.

      In that moment, Sam pulled the door open, focused on his triple layer of protection from the source, and then raced through the shop.

      He didn’t feel anything here and didn’t even look over to see whether James and the man were turning in his direction. He darted in between the rows of shelves, diving, rolling, and bounding up as he neared the counter at the back of the shop.

      Once there, he hurried through and then down the hall.

      Only then did he start to relax. Not completely, though. He wasn’t sure that he could completely relax, especially as he didn’t know what he might find. He had to be ready for whatever was going on here. This close, he could feel that squeezing.

      And there was something about it that was different than it had been before. It wasn’t quite as regular. There was still a rhythmic nature to it, and it still reminded Sam somewhat of the lanterns, but there was some other part of it that had changed.

      He reached the stairs leading down.

      And then he hesitated. Havash would be upset with him for doing this, but more than that, Tara would be. He could imagine what she would say when she learned that he had snuck off on his own, heading down here to investigate without telling anyone else where he had gone. But he had. He had James with him. Hopefully his friend wouldn’t be foolish enough to follow him.

      Sam made his way down the stairs.

      Now he was fully wrapped in the triple layer of protection. He hurried quickly, reaching the bottom of the stairs. The warehouse was by the other door.

      He focused, listening, but he didn’t hear anything. He could feel something though.

      Not the source. Sam was distinctly attuned to the source. He thought that he might’ve been able to pick that up more easily than anything else, so he doubted that was what it was, but as he stood there, he increasingly began to think that maybe it was something more than just the arcane arts.

      Alchemy?

      It could be some form of alchemy. Maybe all he felt was the active warehouse.

      There would still have to be other people here, each of them working on projects of their own. Even though Chasten wasn’t present any longer, Sam had a hard time thinking that the other people who had once worked with him had all abandoned his shop, especially given that Chasten had been so free with resources, as well as with financial support.

      But Chasten was gone.

      Sam pulled the door open a crack. As soon as he did, his heart stopped.

      He had been right the first time. There were lanterns, and they glowed with a soft, hazy, greenish light. But there was something else mixed in within it.

      Several dozen people filled the warehouse.

      None of them were alchemists. None of them were even dressed like people from Olway. Nighlan—he was certain of it.

      Sam closed the door, but he wasn’t sure that he was fast enough.

      As soon as he did, he pressed his hand on it, traced a pattern, and sent it flowing out and around the warehouse. He hoped that his pattern was strong enough, that his connection to the source was broad enough, to seal the door off.

      And he had to hope that he could get to Havash in time.

      The city was under attack.
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      Sam raced up the stairs only to nearly come crashing into the man who’d been working at the desk making his way along the hall. He frowned at Sam, then glanced past him.

      Sam reacted, tracing a pattern and then everting it. The man braced himself and pulled something out of his pocket, pointing it at him.

      A vrandal?

      Not a vrandal like Sam’s, but one that was a poor imitation. It was the kind of vrandal that Ferand and the others had used.

      Sam’s pattern was quick, a dirty sort that he had learned early on from the almanac. An explosion threw the man back, but then he continued toward him.

      Sam held his vrandal up. Palm splayed, he quickly formed one of the most complex patterns that he could. It was not one from the almanac that he had found within the alchemy tower early on. This was one that he had read about in Voran. And as he traced that pattern, he felt the energy building up against him. It was dirty and incomplete, but if Sam didn’t defend himself, it might’ve been strong enough to blast him back.

      He could pull upon five different access points. He used three of them to create a shell of protection around himself, and then used the rest to create differing loops of power that he sent outward. A colorless surge of power struck the man, sending him flying into the wall.

      He struck his head and bounced off, knocking him unconscious.

      Sam hurried over to him and then released his own protective layers,  wrapping them around the man instead. He would hold him. Then he would bring him to the Academy to try to find out who this was and why he had a vrandal, and why he had attacked at Sam.

      James.

      What had happened to him? Sam dragged the man, using his connection to the source to pull him along. Once he reached the shop, he found it empty. He had been expecting to find it in disarray, but there was nothing here.

      He paused, looking at the shop worker. The man had a narrow face, wide-set eyes, and heavy, bushy brows. Wrinkles formed along the corners of his eyes, though they seemed softer while he was unconscious. His breathing was regular, but Sam wondered what might happen if he were to wake. Would he be able to have enough strength to break free?

      Maybe not without a vrandal.

      Sam grabbed his hand, prying it open, and pulled the replica off. He looked at it, noting the detail and how it reminded him of the one that he had seen Rasan Tel using, and then dropped it on the ground, crushing it underneath his boot.

      He didn’t know if that would destroy it, especially as it was some form of alchemy, and alchemy often couldn’t be overwhelmed quite so easily, but at least he could deform it so that it couldn’t be used in the same way it had been. He hoped that he could do something to prevent somebody else from getting ahold of the device and using the power within it.

      He stepped into the street.

      “There you are,” James said. “Wait. What did you do to him?”

      “We need to get back to the Academy,” Sam said. “Nighlan.”

      He dragged the man by the arms, and his legs bounced off the cobblestones. James scooped up his legs, holding him. “It feels almost slippery. What did you do to him?”

      “I have him wrapped in a protective layer. Or three. He’s not going to get out. And if he comes around and tries to attack us, I’m going to keep squeezing until he falls unconscious again.”

      James looked over, his eyes wide. “Is this the kind of thing that you did for the war?”

      “No, but this is the kind of thing that I would do when dealing with the Nighlan. They shouldn’t be in the city.”

      “How did they end up in that basement?”

      “There are conduits, ways of traveling, and there shouldn’t have been one there, but . . .”

      Could Chasten have had something to do with it? He had been exploring, experimenting. As much as it pained Sam to think about, he could easily imagine Chasten having tried to create something similar. And without knowing, he couldn’t be certain.

      They reached the entrance to the Academy. They couldn’t take the door on the way in, but Sam wasn’t sure if he’d be able to get in over the wall, especially with somebody like this. And not while holding on to different layers of protection the way that he was.

      “Come on,” he muttered, and dragged the man with him.

      James hurried along with him, following him down the street.

      “Aren’t we going the wrong way?”

      “We’re taking a different way in,” Sam said.

      They headed toward the neighborhood where the hidden entrance was, and once they found the alleyway, opened the door, and stepped inside, Sam sealed the door off again. He created a soft glow to illuminate their way and found James watching him.

      “I’m starting to think your experience in the Academy has been vastly different than mine,” he said.

      “Unfortunately,” Sam said. He strode through the false wall and then down the stairs and into the tunnel beneath the Academy. “You’re going to see something not many people know about,” Sam said. More people knew than once did, but still not many had this knowledge. “It’s called the Study Hall, and I only learned about it from Tara, who claimed that others from our tower were aware of it, at least a section of it, but after a while it sort of was forgotten. For a long time, it was only the two of us who knew about it.” He reached the entrance. From a distance, it looked like nothing more than a blank section of wall. James stayed close to him, and as Sam started to step through, he hesitated, demonstrating the magical barrier to his friend, who followed Sam as he passed through it.

      James gawked as he looked around the inside of what had once been hidden chamber, and could be again, a circular room with a spiral staircase that led down into a prison of sorts. This was where he would leave the man.

      “Where now?” James asked.

      Sam waved a hand. “There’s a doorway over there, and we’re going to go through it in a moment, but I’m going to put him someplace where he’s not going able to escape easily. Assuming he can use the arcane arts and that he doesn’t have access to the same kind of power that I do. If he does, then I have to hope that I’m strong enough to keep him from breaking out.”

      “Can I help?”

      Sam looked over. “Maybe.” He triggered the stairs that spiraled open, leading to the massive opening beneath them.

      As it did, James let out a surprised gasp. “All of this was here?”

      “You’ll see,” Sam said.

      Once the stairs had formed, James helped him, and they carried the man down. They stepped into the chamber. Once, it had been a place that Rasan Tel had attacked, wanting to destroy a key that would help free him from his prison, but now that he had failed, this space was useful for other purposes.

      Sam pressed his hand up against the door that had been recently made, and it slid open. The arcane artist on the other side was a man he had come to know. Despite Sam’s low standing within the school, he had a hand in the Nighlan attacks, and had come to know several of the arcane artists who were tasked with holding Bethal in prison.

      Thornton tipped his head to Sam, flicking his gaze to James. “Find trouble again, Sam?”

      “Regrettably.” He nodded to the unconscious man. “He attacked me.” There was an orb resting on the ground near Sam. It would eliminate the use of the arcane arts, and it made it difficult for anyone who had that ability to do much of anything. Those like Thornton who stood guard had another alchemical device with them that permitted them to bypass that restriction. “We think it might be Nighlan.”

      “Again?”

      “I’m going to alert Havash.”

      Thornton stepped toward Sam, grabbing the man and lifting him easily. “I will keep guard.”

      He dragged the man away.

      Sam turned. In one of the cells, he saw Bethal. She was seated on her narrow bed, looking through the door toward Sam, an angry sneer on her face.

      “You aren’t going to succeed,” she said. “He is far too powerful for you. He’s had endless amounts of time to prepare.”

      Sam paused for a moment, looking at her. “I wouldn’t say that he’s had endless amounts of time to prepare. And I think he worries about me.”

      Bethal leaned forward slightly. “Does he? A student, and one who can scarcely touch the source?”

      Sam turned toward her, then flicked his gaze to the orb in front of herself. “At least I touch the source. What’s it like in there?”

      She didn’t move, but there was ice in her words. “You will find out soon enough. And I will be standing on the other side of the cell much like this when he holds you. I can assure you that you will be treated just as well as you have treated me.”

      “You have been treated as well as you deserve for your betrayal to the Academy.”

      Sam tore his gaze away. She knew something, but he had little hope that she would share it.

      He headed out of the cell and found James standing on the other side, waiting.

      “How did you stomach that? I couldn’t even go in. There was something—”

      “It was a kind of power that is designed to overwhelm the arcane arts. You wouldn’t have been able to go in. I don’t use the arcane arts, so I was able to go in. That’s where Bethal is kept.”

      “Imprisoned?”

      Sam shook his head. “Either way, we have her trapped.”

      “I can’t believe how little I know,” James said, shaking his head.

      “It’s going to get worse before it gets better,” Sam said.

      They reached the upper level, and he closed the spiral staircase before stepping toward the door and out into the Study Hall. He guided James along, pointing out different access points before they reached one of the exits. Sam chose to leave through the kitchen.

      Once they were out, he glanced into the kitchen. He missed coming here with Okun. The cooks still recognized him and greeted him, but it wasn’t the same without Okun. He had been someone who had welcomed Sam to the Academy, and without him it felt like there was an emptiness here, a gap in the Academy that had not been there before. It felt like Sam had let him down.

      He stepped out of the kitchen and then hurried along the hall. He reached the great hall. He didn’t know how long they had been gone, certainly not long enough for classes to be over, and doubtfully long enough for Tara to have finished her testing. As he approached, he could still feel the energy inside, the power of her patterns, and debated what to do.

      “She’s not going to like this,” he muttered.

      “If she needed to do the testing, then won’t she understand?”

      “Oh, I’m not concerned about someone like Havash understanding, but I am concerned about Tara. She’s not going to be pleased with me, especially if she thinks that I’m somehow interrupting what she needs to do and keeping her from it.”

      “Once she hears about what happened—”

      “That’s a very different set of concerns for me,” Sam said. “When she hears what happened, she’s going to be mad that I didn’t come and get her sooner.”

      “She’s going to be upset either way?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “This is how your relationship has gone all along?”

      “Pretty much,” Sam said.

      He approached the door. And as he reached for it, he found a layer of angulated arcane arts over it. It blocked him from going anywhere. He focused, trying to press through it. But he couldn’t. He tried, pushing, attempting to press upon it, but found that the resistance was greater than he’d expected.

      He looked at James. “Did you see them placing a seal here?”

      “I didn’t see anything. I didn’t know of anything here until you told me what was going on.”

      Sam needed to get in. Which meant that he was going to have to attack the protections. And the moment that he did, he had to be ready for a response.

      He motioned for James to back away. “I’m going to do something that’s going to get a reaction from those on the other side of the door, so I need you to move back.”

      “What, exactly, are you going to do?”

      “Well, if they’re blocking us out, I need to draw them out. I have an idea, but it’s likely going to elicit a pretty significant response.”

      James moved back, giving Sam some space.

      He began to draw upon the different access points. He reached for the first one, then the next, then the next, and began to build them together, and by the time he reached the fifth, he stared at the door, wondering if that was going to be enough to draw the attention from the inside. Sam needed them to feel as if this were some sort of incursion on the Academy. He closed his eyes for a moment, thinking about that sixth access point, the one that he’d only reached for a few times, and never when he was not under some sort of duress.

      But as he stared at it, he could feel it flowing around him, like a branch that he had to grab as the water swept him past. He lunged. Then he grabbed it.

      He created the pattern. It was complicated, one that mixed six different access points, all of them weaving together, and then he targeted them, honing it at the doorway. It was a finely tuned pattern, but it involved heavy focus, directing it at the door in such a way that it would last.

      And as he did, Sam readied for what might happen. As soon as he unleashed this, he was going to have to change his focus and switch to a protective measure.

      He let it go.

      It struck.

      It was quick, subtle, and as soon as it struck, he could feel the explosion of energy and knew that it was powerful. Almost too powerful. He wondered if he had made a mistake by grabbing for so many different access points, or perhaps it was exactly as he should have done. As soon as it was unleashed, he could feel that energy curling around, and then there was something more.

      It eased away from him. When it did, he shifted the pattern, wrapping it back toward him, around him, and bracing himself.

      It didn’t take long.

      The door thundered toward him. And the onslaught of power was almost too much.

      Sam had wrapped each of the six access points into a protective layer around him, but he was still tossed back. He was pinned against the wall. He stood with his hands to either side of him, doing everything in his power to try to contain those six access points, but the collection of power that built against him, sweeping toward him, was far more than anything that he had felt before.

      “Sam!”

      “Just wait,” Sam said through clenched teeth.

      He was trying to hold on to the power, but with the arcane arts, the angulation buffeting him, he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to withstand it. And that was exactly the point. They were trying to wear out the person holding on to the power, and given the nature of what they were throwing down, they might actually succeed.

      Sam focused, trying to withstand it, knowing that it was matter of time before this ended. And then someone strode toward him.

      It was Tara. She took one look at him, glanced at James, and then released the hold on him. “What are you doing?” She looked back. “It’s Sam, Professor Havash.”

      Havash strode forward, joining her.

      What did it say that they allowed Tara to be the one to release that power?

      Could she have proven herself even more potent than he had known?

      Of course she would’ve. He understood that she was powerful, but it was more than just power. She understood some different patterns with the arcane arts that they wouldn’t have known about. She had learned them from him, having come to understand it, and in doing so she might be more potent than they were.

      Sam breathed out heavily, trying to relax. It was difficult to do so.

      “I need you to come with me,” he said.

      “What is it?” Havash asked.

      “Well, James and I might’ve been across the street, making our way to Chasten’s shop,” he said, waiting for Tara’s angry expression. He was not disappointed. “When I felt something that suggested to me that it was similar to the pressure from the lanterns. I went over there, broke into the basement, and I found Nighlan.”

      Havash’s jaw dropped. “Are you sure?”

      “Quite sure. And then when we were leaving, I got attacked,” he said, looking to Tara. “The same guy who was working in Chasten’s shop last time were there, and this time he had on a replica vrandal.” He looked back at Havash. “He is now imprisoned with Bethal.”

      “You brought him down there?”

      “I didn’t know where else to bring him,” he said. “I thought about bringing him up here, but I didn’t want to bring him through the entirety of the Academy and subject him to the students or the students to him.”

      Havash took a deep breath. “Well, Ms. Stone. Seeing as how your testing was interrupted—”

      “I can do it, Professor Havash. I can finish the test.”

      “Oh, I’m quite certain that you can. Given the kind of power that you just displayed, and everything I felt from it as you unleashed it on young Mr. Bilson here, I think that we can all agree that you have demonstrated a superior command of the arcane arts.”

      He looked back, and Sam realized that several other professors had joined them. Who was teaching the classes today if all the professors were involved in testing Tara?

      “Can we agree that Ms. Stone passed her testing?”

      Agreement didn’t take long, and the vote was unanimous.

      Havash turned to her. “Congratulations, Master Stone.” He turned to Sam. “Now, I think we must deal with this Nighlan threat.”
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      More arcane arts glowed around Sam than he had seen in quite some time. The entirety of Chasten’s apothecary shop was glowing with a complex weave of power that created a dome over the shop. Sam added layers of the source, weaving among it, but knew that if Joiner were here, the man would have been able to do it much better.

      “Are you sure that we need to do it this way?” Professor Clarice asked. “If there is a danger in there, all this does is prevent us from getting inside.”

      “It does not prevent us, and it does keep them from escaping. That, more than anything else, is what I want to do,” Havash said. He looked over Sam. “You still feel what you felt before?”

      Sam shook his head. “I haven’t felt it since we came.”

      It was growing late, and at this time of the year, the sun was setting earlier than it had before, so that dusk had started to fall. Whatever people had been out of the street before had all scattered at the sight of men and women from the Academy surrounding the alchemy shop.

      If Chasten’s shop hadn’t failed before, with his absence, it certainly would now. Rumors of what had happened here would spread, and no one would want to come here any longer. But then he would find Chasten.

      “Perhaps they have returned,” Havash said.

      “Return?” Professor Clarice asked again.

      “These conduits work both ways,” he said. “I can’t say that I understand it completely, as my control over them is not quite what others can do, but the Nighlan seem to have an unusual understanding of them, especially since they have learned from the one who seems to have had a hand in creating them.”

      Sam wasn’t sure that was the case or not, but it was a reasonable conjecture.

      Tara stayed close to him. She hadn’t said much, though she seemed quietly satisfied. She had completed her testing. At least, she had completed it to the satisfaction of the instructors. Perhaps, had he not interrupted, she might have undergone even more testing, but Sam had a sneaking suspicion that Havash wouldn’t have offered testing to her unless she had a way of succeeding.

      She was too skilled. That was why Havash had offered her testing. He knew.

      “Now, Mr. Bilson, I would like for you to join me. Well, you and Ms. Stone. I’m sorry. Master Stone.”

      “Tara,” she said.

      Havash strode toward the barricade around the apothecary shop and glowed with the arcane arts. It would separate his pattern, but it would do nothing against Sam’s pattern. Havash would be able to enter without Sam’s help. And he doubted that their layers of protection would hold him out, especially if he used his vrandal.

      Sam moved carefully, feeling the power within the vrandal, watching as Tara and Havash continued to glow with the power of their arcane arts. He reached for the source, knowing that he needed to hold on to that now, mostly so that he could be ready for the possibility that there would be a surge of pressure against them.

      There was nothing.

      He had to be prepared, though. He could feel the need and sense that there was something up ahead, even though he couldn’t tell what it was. As they stepped forward, moving through the strange barricade, he squeezed his hand around the vrandal. He drew even more energy from it. It came to him slowly, but thankfully that energy continued to build and offered him enough strength that he could use that.

      Tara looked over to him. “What can you feel?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “But I know what was here before.”

      And it was what was here before that worried him more than what he could feel now. She wouldn’t understand, though. Tara could not. She had not been here, but it was more than just that. What he had seen had suggested something more than just the arcane arts.

      Maybe that was what bothered him more than anything else. Were it only the arcane arts, Sam wouldn’t have been as concerned. They had devised an alchemy technique that would prevent any specific attack and would keep them safe in a potential assault. In this case, though, he wasn’t sure if even that would be enough. He didn’t know if the use of alchemy would protect them from what they had seen. The Nighlan had penetrated into Tavran, and that revealed a depth of their ability that had not been there before.

      They stepped toward the apothecary, and as soon as they were through, Tara looked to him. Sam didn’t have anything that he was able to say. He wasn’t exactly sure what he could say.

      “There—something moving up ahead,” Havash told him.

      Sam shifted his focus, holding on to the protective pattern that he had mastered early on, and let that energy flow out from him. It was a simple pattern, one that created a rim around him, around them both, and in holding on to that, Sam could feel the energy shifting. There was something that suggested to him that somebody here was trying to influence his connection to the source.

      “Somebody here has power,” he muttered.

      Havash looked over to him. “Is it him?”

      Sam focused and shook his head. “I don’t think it is. If Rasan Tel were here, we’d know about it.” He had a hard time thinking that Rasan Tel would have come to Tavran and not made a move before now. He had attempted to break into the city before, to destroy the protections that were placed to keep him in his prison, and so far they’d managed to ensure that he remained there, locked in that space. But he gained increasing control and access, and if they weren’t careful, Rasan Tel would find a way beyond.

      Until they knew what he planned in the Barlands, and why he’d used the conduits the way that he had, they might have to keep digging. There had to be something to what Rasan Tel planned. They just had to find it.

      “Let me go first,” Havash said.

      “If you don’t mind, Grandam,” Tara said, glancing over to Sam, “the two of us actually do quite well together. Especially with something unusual. There’s a mingling of power that matters.”

      Havash screwed his face into a tight frown. “Alchemy, I suppose you are going to tell me.”

      “We aren’t going to tell you.” She nodded to Sam. “I think we have to show you.”

      Sam followed Tara. He would trust her to lead in this case. He wasn’t completely convinced that what she wanted to do would be effective, nor that this kind of power was what they needed to use, but if she believed it, then he would trust her. It was much like the way she trusted him when he felt the same way.

      He waited for a moment, and then as Tara began to form her pattern, he followed, mimicking it but altering it enough that they would add a bit of alchemy to the way that the source wove with the arcane arts.

      The two different colors of power linked together as they often did. When it came to Tara’s use of the arcane arts, she glowed with a pale white light of energy that flowed from her. And when it came to him and his use of the source, it was more of the greenish energy that flowed out from him. The two of them together created something unique. It was almost blue, but even that wasn’t quite right. A pale, almost translucent energy began to flow, the linked power joining together, and it worked away from them.

      They both had to maintain their control over the patterns in order for it to take the shape that it needed, but seeing as how he understood just what it was that Tara intended, and could see her pattern, it became easy for him to lead the charge. He wasn’t sure what would happen if she were to try to take over control. Or if she even could.

      “Do you see what he was talking about?” Tara asked, leaning close and dropping her voice to a whisper.

      “Something up ahead,” Sam said.

      He had seen the shadowed form in the distance, but there had been nothing more than just that. A form. He couldn’t even tell whether they were drawing upon the arcane arts or the source or something altogether different. Maybe alchemy. Considering that they had come out of Chasten’s shop, alchemy wouldn’t surprise him.

      “It’s along the back alley. Leading to the shop, if you noticed.”

      Sam nodded. “I didn’t notice. It was still blocked when I came through.”

      “What do you think happened to him?”

      “Mr. Bilson?” Havash said, interrupting their conversation.

      Sam looked back. Havash held his hands at an awkward angle, holding on to some pattern with the arcane arts, though Sam couldn’t tell quite what it was that he was doing with it. It seemed as if he were trying to summon a pattern of angulation that would form an explosion, but not once had Sam seen other students using something like this. Sam was curious what he wanted. “What is it?”

      “I’m not seeing anything here to suggest what you described.”

      Havash lowered his hand, though from the way that he held it, all it would take would be a flick of his wrist and he could unleash a line of power.

      That was interesting. When Sam had studied arcane art before, including angulation, he had never been able to tell what a particular pattern would do unless he had studied it. He had not seen this one, and yet he still recognized what it might be capable of.

      Tara pulled on his hand, and he looked over.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I was watching Havash forming a whip.”

      “A what?” She looked back, over her shoulder, and paused as she studied Havash.

      “That’s what it would do, right?” Sam asked.

      “Where did you read about this?” Havash asked.

      Sam shook his head. “I didn’t read about it anywhere. It’s not any sort of conventional use of the arcane arts that I can tell.”

      “Because it’s not,” Havash said. “As you will learn, most people who come to understand the arcane arts do so with a particular ability that is unique to them. With your sister, it was how she could exert force. With me, it was this.” He cringed, glancing from Sam to Tara. “I’ve never demonstrated it around you.”

      “I don’t think so,” Sam said.

      Havash appeared skeptical. “Interesting. I would’ve expected that you would have needed to have seen the pattern utilized before you could recognize what it can do.”

      “Normally, I’d say that I did,” Sam said. “But when it comes to this—”

      “Can we focus on what we have in front of us?” Tara asked. “The two of you can talk later about theoretical application of the arcane arts and Sam’s ability to identify angulation without having seen it before.”

      Havash regarded her for a moment before pulling his robes around him as if in a huff.

      Sam turned away and slipped along the alley.

      Tara stayed close. “What did you do here? I can feel something.”

      “I just placed a triple layer of protection around it. I wanted to try to ensure that if there’s anybody here that shouldn’t be here, they would have to find a different way out.”

      “Why can I feel it?”

      Sam shook his head. “I’m not exactly sure. I don’t think you should be able to. At least, we have never known you to be able to do that before.”

      She continued moving, and they neared the door leading into Chasten’s warehouse. From there, they would have to fight their way through, he suspected. Sam had done his best to layer power to ensure that there would be no additional way that somebody could escape, but if they did have access to the source, it might not have been enough. He and Tara moved steadily forward. He neared the door. Havash joined them, looming over his shoulder.

      “It’s sealed off,” Havash said, rubbing his hands together. “Chasten always had these markings,” he said, sliding forward and making a few quick movements in the air with his index finger. “They are gone.”

      “They’ve been gone for a while,” Sam said. “I’ve tried to tell you, but . . .”

      Havash looked over to him. “Perhaps I should have questioned. That was a mistake.”

      Tara grunted. “And now there’s something else going on here. So why don’t we all just get moving?”

      Sam nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.”

      Havash grew pale. “Perhaps it is. But I can’t help thinking that this is some sort of trap. He looked at Sam. “You are the only one who can feel it?”

      “Well, the only one who is attuned to the source, so I imagine that’s why I’m the only one who can feel it.”

      “But not the only one in Tavran who is attuned to this. Joiner, when he’s with us, is attuned to the same things, though he has been absent lately. And then there is Lilith.” Tara pursed her lips as he said it, but Sam nodded.

      “I didn’t ask if she detected anything.”

      “Perhaps we should have asked her,” Tara said. “What if she’s the one who’s letting people in?”

      “She’s not letting anybody into the city,” he said. “She’s been dealing with Rasan Tel, fighting him, and—”

      “Is she? We only know what she told you she’s been doing. We don’t know if she’s actually been trying to fight Rasan Tel. What if she’s been fighting on his behalf?”

      “And now you think that she’s doing what? Letting the Nighlan into the city? What purpose is there for her to do that?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I couldn’t say why she would do such a thing. I couldn’t say why she would have dragged you away from Olway in the first place, bringing you to the Barlands, and forcing you to do who knows what.”

      Sam debated whether to argue with her, but he knew better than that. She would push, and he didn’t want to end up fighting with Tara about that.

      Havash continued to press outward, forming a distinct series of lines with the arcane arts. As he did, the energy that flowed from him built, forming a burst of what Sam could feel of the power from him.

      There was a distinct sensation to what he did, though Sam wasn’t quite sure why he was as aware of it as he was. Something didn’t feel quite right.

      Sam tapped into the source, needing only a single access point. He nudged Havash’s pattern. Power flowed, and it mingled with what Havash had done, and the two of them exploded.

      Havash staggered back and looked to Sam. “I assume you had something to do with that, Samran?”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said. “You weren’t quite right with your pattern. I’m not sure why, though. I could feel how you were a little offset.”

      Tara was watching him, and she said nothing, but she didn’t need to. Sam could see the question in her eyes, along with the worry that lingered, a worry that he shared. Why would he detect something with Havash?

      And why would Havash make a mistake? Better yet, how could Havash make a mistake? He never did. At least, not in their experience.

      “I was trying something different,” Havash said. He looked over to Tara. “It was something that Master Stone demonstrated during her testing. Perhaps I should have ensured that I was capable of such a pattern before I decided to attempt it.”

      Tara narrowed her eyes. “You were trying to do something that I did?”

      “You may not appreciate it, Master Stone—”

      “Can you just call me Tara?”

      “I can. Anyway, you may not appreciate it, Tara,” he said, heavily emphasizing her name in a way that sounded odd to Sam, “but you already have begun to show capabilities that others don’t possess. You should be pleased by that.”

      From the look on Tara’s face, he could tell that she wasn’t necessarily pleased by anything.

      “I’m just trying to master some of the patterns in the almanac.”

      And as Sam looked at the pattern that Havash had been using, he realized something. It wasn’t just a pattern from the almanac. It was a pattern from one of the almanacs in Voran.

      He stared at Tara, but she stayed quiet.

      Then he started to smile to himself. “It’s a challenging pattern,” Sam said, looking back to Havash. “And you can’t blame Tara for being able to do it. The two of us have practiced those patterns and others like them enough times that she is capable with them in ways that you shouldn’t feel bad that you are not.”

      Havash said nothing, though he stiffened and began to use another pattern of the arcane arts, glowing with a pale white light. He motioned to the both of them. “I think that it’s time for us to get this over with. We need to see just what it is the Nighlan intend.”

      Sam nodded. Tara clenched her hands, took a deep breath, and then strode forward.

      She was brave—braver than almost anyone else he had met within the Academy. She was not nearly as powerful as some of the Nighlan, and certainly didn’t have the same experience with fighting as many of them did, but that wasn’t going to keep Tara from doing what she believed was necessary.

      They entered Chasten’s building and headed down the stairs. Then Havash paused again. He held his hands up and began to form a more basic pattern. This time, as he did, he glanced over to Tara, as if looking to her for confirmation that the kind of pattern that he used was effective. She nodded. Sam didn’t even have to nudge him, nor did he have to adjust his pattern in any way. He could feel it and could tell that Havash had used an exact control that had been more than enough to ensure that he created what he needed.

      The power flowed from them.

      “It wasn’t very far from here when I felt the attack,” Sam said.

      “Then we must be ready,” Havash said.

      Sam clenched his jaw and then stepped toward the protection that he had placed, using that to wrap around the room. He wanted to ensure that whoever—and whatever—was still within this space was dealt with. He could feel something, though. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that there was a distinct sensation inside. He focused on it and looked over to Havash.

      “I feel something on the other side of this,” Sam said.

      Havash tipped his head to the side. “What can you feel?”

      “Power,” he said, his voice going soft. “But I’m not exactly sure the source of it. It doesn’t have the same signature that I usually detect with arcane arts.” But if it was the Nighlan, it could be either the arcane arts, however they learned them, or perhaps even those who had some mastery of the source. He hoped that they didn’t. If they had some ability with the source, they would have to be far more careful. Sam used a faint stream of his connection to the source to probe through, and as he did, he began to feel something there. It was faint, but even as he could feel it, he recognized that there was a mixture of powers.

      That mixture suggested that it was not just the arcane arts, not just the source, but a combination of both. He raised his hand, motioning to Tara, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      An explosion thundered, striking the door, and blasted toward them.

      They were tossed back.

      He reached for Tara. He grabbed her hand, squeezing it, and already could feel her drawing upon her connection to the arcane arts. He added his own layer and mixture of the source, weaving it within what she did, and together that energy began to mingle, becoming something different. It became something more powerful.

      Sam darted forward, holding on to a triple-layer barrier with the source. And as he did, he could feel that energy flowing through him, but he also felt something else. He felt the presence of Tara pushing behind him, getting closer so that she could join him.

      The haze hung over the inside of the warehouse. It was a greenish, faint, and powerful haze. Lanterns.

      The room was not as full as it had been before.

      Sam couldn’t see anything nearly as easily as he wanted to, but he continued to look around, searching for the Nighlan. He had ways of holding them. He could create the circular ball of protective energy, and then he could rotate the pattern, what he called everting it, and in doing so, he could let that power explode away from him. It was his technique for attacking, and while it wasn’t perfect, it certainly worked more often than it did not.

      But he didn’t see anything.

      “Where are they?” Tara asked.

      “I don’t know,” Sam said. “I can see the haze, which tells me that they have their collection of lanterns, but I can’t see anything else. Can you?”

      “Not here,” Tara said. “But then, that’s not my ability, either.”

      Havash strode forward, glowing with a pale white energy. “Stand back, Samran.”

      The man raised his hands, and then he began to twist them, creating a spiraling pattern that Sam had seen before, before looping it, sending it streaking to each corner of the room, and then bringing his hands down. When he did, the haze hanging over the inside of the room began to shift. Then it was squeezed and at last pressed downward.

      When it was done, they were not alone.

      There were five lanterns situated around the warehouse that had not been there when Sam and Tara had worked here. Sam had seen them when he had poked his head into the room, but it wasn’t just the five lanterns that caught his attention, nor was it the dozen Nighlan that stood in that circle of the lanterns. This was something else.

      “Joiner?”

      Joiner turned to Sam, and there was a pained look in his eyes. He mouthed something, though Sam couldn’t read it. Was it a warning?

      Sam began to focus, calling upon the source, and tried to build as many different access points as he could. He needed to reach for at least five, maybe six, but he wasn’t even sure if that was going to be enough for him. He didn’t have the kind of control over the source to do that very easily. He thought perhaps he might be able to help, but it would take far more focus and power than what he had revealed before.

      “Him,” one of the Nighlan men said. “That’s the other.”

      Five of the Nighlan rushed toward Sam.

      They used a burst of power. Some of it looked as if it came from the arcane arts, but there was the pale green of the source mixed in. There was at least one person who could reach for the source among them, though Sam was barely able to track it.

      Power burst from them, streaking toward Sam.

      And then Joiner did something that Sam had never seen him do before.

      He wrapped at least two dozen different access points in a spiraling fashion, exploding them outward and looping them so that it bound the inside of the lantern space, making it so that the Nighlan could not escape. One of those bands seemed to stretch outward, and Sam strained, heading toward it, wanting to get there so that he could offer Joiner whatever protection he could, but even as he started toward it, he could feel Joiner pushing that outward against him, as if trying to force him back.

      Sam tried to get to Joiner, straining to try to reach them, but there was no way that he was going able to do it.

      “Joiner?”

      Joiner didn’t say anything.

      Havash stepped forward, raising his hands, and once more the spiraling arcane arts began to build from him. They started to work their way upward, toward the corners of the rooms, before he brought them down. The pressure that he pulled downward was not enough. Sam could already tell that the Nighlan were stronger, or at least more numerous, and could easily overpower them.

      Sam strained, trying to fight, but there was something that made it difficult for him. The spiraling pattern began to coalesce, and as it did, it collapsed, pulling the Nighlan.

      And then the room exploded with energy.

      A green haze began to build, and the pressure of the lanterns overwhelmed him. Sam knew exactly what had happened. They had opened the conduit, and then they had traveled.

      But that wasn’t all.

      A burst of power had struck, slamming into Sam, that sent him back against the wall of the room, and he smacked his head. The last thing he saw before blacking out was the haze beginning to clear, the Nighlan gone, and Joiner nowhere to be seen.
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      Sam sat up, rubbing the back of his head. Everything within him ached. But that wasn’t what worried him. It was the pain in his head that did, pain that seemed to make it so that he couldn’t reach for the source at all.

      Well, he could feel one access point, but when he tried to reach into it, the only thing that he found was a trickle of power, barely enough for him to use it in any way that would protect him.

      Tara crouched next to him, helping him to stand.

      “Could you tell where they went?”

      Sam looked around and noticed Havash standing in the center of the lanterns, holding on to the arcane arts, probing into each of them. That wasn’t going to work. Sam didn’t have to tell Havash that, though. Havash had already experiment on the lanterns within the alchemy tower and had no success in activating them on his own. It required the source to do so, as that was how the lanterns functioned, not through the arcane arts.

      “I can’t tell,” Sam said. He managed to get to his feet but wobbled just a bit. His eyesight seemed slightly blurred, hazy.

      He blinked. As he did, he started to question whether his eyesight was hazy because of his head injury or because he drew upon the source to see, and with hitting his head, Sam had not been able to draw upon the source in the same way.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Not very long,” Tara said. “Havash immediately went into the center of the lanterns, blasting arcane arts. I couldn’t tell what he was doing, but I could feel it. He told me to stay by you and keep an eye on you.”

      Sam wobbled again, and not for the first time wished that he could call upon more of the source so that he could strengthen himself. There was something that Joiner had told him about the source. It could be used in more ways than Sam had ever used it. It could be used to draw upon power, and it could be used to help strengthen him.

      “Can you track him?”

      “Not right now,” he said. When he told her about his headache, and his weakness with trying to reach for the source, she nodded. “We could get Lilith to help.”

      Tara’s face soured, but she nodded. “I don’t know how long we can wait. If there is only a limited window before the conduit closes altogether, and we kept track of them, then we should probably see what she can uncover, shouldn’t we?”

      “Probably,” Sam said.

      He looked over to Havash. “We’re going to see what Lilith can find,” Sam said.

      Havash glanced over. He was still holding on to the arcane arts, glowing with the power of it, and as he held that energy, he sent it sweeping out in pattern after pattern. It was a complicated flow, and though Sam recognized most of the patterns from things that he’d read in the library, it was the speed with which Havash worked that startled him.

      “Go,” Havash said. “Unless Samran can track where they’ve gone . . .”

      “I can’t,” Sam said. He didn’t even need to explain why he couldn’t, as Havash just nodded.

      “I will secure this space. I will do my best to preserve it, as well. See if you can’t get to her. And send the others out through the city. We need to ensure there aren’t any further attacks.”

      He wondered what this had to do with what Joiner had shown them in the Barlands, and the reason that Havash had wanted them to go and explore. It had to be connected somehow, but perhaps it was connected in a way that he could not know. Not without going to the Barlands the way that Joiner had intended.

      A conduit. That was what they dealt with here. And it was a new one, one that had not been here before. Had Chasten been involved in it? Sam had a hard time thinking that Chasten would have known about that without telling them, which meant that it came after he had disappeared.

      He followed Tara, needing to lean on her more than he had before, but as he did, he continued to focus on the source, trying to call upon more than just a trickle that was there for him. His eyesight remained blurry, but not completely darkened the way that it had been when he had been blinded by the attack early on in his time at the Academy. He could still see, but for how much longer?

      If his eyesight was dependent upon the source, then there was a possibility that if he could reach the source the way that he needed to, he would eventually fail, and the source would fade from him to the point where he wouldn’t be able to use it any longer.

      Tara glanced over. She had one arm slipped under his, and her hand rested on his arm. “I’m going to help you,” she said.

      “I can’t reach for the source,” he said.

      “Right now, but that doesn’t mean that you won’t be able to reach for it later. Just keep focusing on it.”

      “I have been.”

      It wasn’t just that he had been trying to reach for the source. It was more about the fact that he’d also been trying to feel for other access points. He could only feel the single one. The others were distant, far too distant, making it so that he struggled to tell whether they were even there.

      They reached the street. The other professors had a somber air, and Tara strode forward. It was for the best that she be the one to address them. She was now a master, much like them. She passed her testing and could leave the Academy.

      When she told them what had happened, they made quick work of organizing. Three of them headed into the alchemy shop, while the rest began to spread out, heading through the city.

      Tara looked over to Sam. “Just think about what it would’ve been like had they done that when we were attacked before?”

      “Well,” Sam said, though he still wasn’t able to see anything nearly as clearly as he had hoped, “maybe the Nighlan wouldn’t have pressed quite so far into the city.”

      “It’s not just that,” she said. “It’s also that they are less afraid, if such a thing is even possible.”

      “I can’t even imagine what it might have been like back before we had to worry about the Nighlan. My time in the Academy has basically been one of nonstop Nighlan danger.”

      “That’s not the way it’s supposed to be,” she muttered.

      Sam bit back any comment that he might have had. He wasn’t exactly sure that it wasn’t. From what he knew about the Nighlan, and what he knew about how they had attacked and what they used to attack, he was not entirely sure that the Academy, and users of the source, had not always been at odds with the Nighlan.

      The weapons used by those who had founded the towers were all designated a specific purpose. They were designed to inhibit the arcane arts. That couldn’t have been a coincidence.

      By the time they reached the Academy again, everything felt quiet, calm, almost strangely so. He followed Tara, focusing on his faint strand and connection to the source. Each time that he did, he could feel the energy there, but he could also tell that there was something missing, some aspect of it that he knew was supposed to be there but that was not coming to him. Tara kept looking over at him, watching him, and as she did, there was an expression in her eyes that seemed to be filled with sadness. Sam didn’t want her to be sad for him. He wanted her to understand that if anything happened, he would fight through it. He had fought through others that were far worse.

      And it had been tied to the vrandal.

      Sam had not yet attempted to draw upon power through the vrandal.

      He tested it, to make sure that he was still connected to the power, making sure that it didn’t unseat on his hand, and as he did, he focused, drawing upon that faint trickle of the source. He began to feel that energy building. It came through the vrandal, but it did so in a very different manner.

      It built, but not nearly as powerfully as what he was accustomed to.

      At least he could call upon more power.

      When he did, he looked around. His vision cleared.

      He snorted as they reached the entrance to the Academy. The garden outside was empty, much like it had been when they left, when he had dragged James with him across the street toward Chasten’s shop.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      “Joiner suggested that my connection to the source might be what had given me my eyesight back. I wasn’t sure, and to be honest, I didn’t even believe him.”

      “And you do now?”

      He held out his vrandal and moved it slightly, feeling the strange energy within it as he often did. “Well, seeing as how when I call upon power through the vrandal, my eyesight has started to improve, I’m left thinking it is connected,” he said.

      “Maybe there’s another reason.”

      “Maybe.”

      Tara shrugged at him, and he didn’t argue, as there wasn’t anything for him to argue about. She stepped forward, slipping her arms around him and guiding him forward.

      “Keep focusing on the source. There has to be something you can do.”

      “There has to be, but I’m not exactly sure what it’s going to be.”

      They went inside, and there was the normal activity of the Academy. It was almost startling after the attack, especially as no one within the Academy would have any idea that there had been an attack outside of the gate, so close to the Academy itself. They had no idea just how much danger they had very nearly been in.

      But Sam knew. He could still feel it.

      Not just with the effects of what happened to them, but surprisingly—though perhaps not surprisingly—he could still feel the vague energy from Chasten’s shop, and the energy that had persisted from there, radiating outward, and had taken Joiner from them.

      “Do you think he’s alive?” Sam asked.

      Tara turned toward him, her face pale. “I don’t know.”

      “Neither do I,” Sam said.

      “Let’s go find her. If there’s anybody who could help us, it’s going to be her.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “For not objecting to going to her.”

      “I don’t have any reason to object going to her, especially if she can help. I know how useful Joiner is to helping you, but he’s also helpful to Olway. We need him, or at least somebody like him.”

      Sam didn’t disagree, and he followed Tara toward the alchemy tower, pulling the door open and then trotting down the stairs. Everything seemed darker than it normally had been, though he wondered if that was just his imagination.

      She paused at the door to the alchemy tower and began to press her hand against it while looking back at him. “Can you feel this?”

      “I can feel your use of the arcane arts.”

      “Can you still see it?”

      He felt like he was withering and could do nothing but stare. There was one thing he had never lost when he had been blinded by the strange separation of power. He had always been able to see the arcane arts, and always able to see alchemy.

      “I can.”

      “So even if you lost some vision, you haven’t lost everything. Besides, at this point, that’s what we need more than anything else. We need you to be able to see this strange ability of yours, and need for you to be able to know what’s out there, so that we can be ready for it.”

      She wasn’t wrong. He needed that, especially as that was what had saved him. They headed into the main part of the alchemy tower, and Tara stormed through, reaching Lilith’s door. She began to pound on it.

      “You don’t have to be quite so aggressive,” Sam said.

      “It’s not aggressive,” she snapped.

      “Fine. It’s not aggressive. It’s—”

      The door opened.

      Lilith stood before it, and she grimaced at Sam. “What happened?”

      She ignored Tara completely.

      “We need you to come with us. Something happened across the street.”

      Lilith grabbed Sam and pulled him into her room.

      Tara said something, but Lilith ignored it as she dragged Sam closer and forced him down onto her bed. Sam could feel her grabbing his hands and squeezing. There was a warmth that washed over him, a warmth that came through her connection to the source, and it flowed from her and into him. And as it did, he looked up and focused. For a moment, Lilith became clearer, almost as if her pouring power into him began to build that power, that energy, in a way that would help him.

      Then it faded. He could still see her, but it took a renewed effort on his behalf to hold on to the single strand of power from the source, flowing through the vrandal, so that he could see anything.

      Lilith stepped back, crossed her arms over her chest, and glanced over to Tara. “Can you tell me what happened?” Her voice was a little less irritated this time, though there was an urgency to it that hadn’t been there before.

      “The Nighlan attacked. Not in the Academy,” Tara went on, even though Lilith seemed angry that she had been excluded from the attack. “But it was across the street. There is an alchemy shop that we have been working in, and it seemed as if they have established their own series of lanterns to use.”

      “They have their own?” Lilith asked, her voice turning into a whisper. “They shouldn’t have been able to do that. Even with what we saw in the Barlands, it wouldn’t explain them having that ability.”

      Sam wasn’t as certain. It didn’t have to be the Nighlan who had learned how to control the conduit. All it needed to be was Rasan Tel having enough power to control it.

      “With what Joiner showed us, it was only a matter of time. We knew it was. Rasan Tel was getting more powerful as the prison failed. And now I’m not sure that it will hold him any longer.”

      “Perhaps not,” she said. She squeezed his hands again, and as before, there was that strange power that flowed out of her, that strange energy that began to build and then faded. As it built and relaxed, Sam could see more clearly once again.

      “What do you feel right now?” she asked him.

      Sam focused on the energy that she was holding on to and on what he could feel. He detected the source from her, but there wasn’t much else out of her that he was aware of.

      “I feel you using the source on me,” he said. “What else am I supposed to detect?”

      “Odd,” she said, her voice a whisper. “What can you feel of the source?”

      Sam looked up at her. Her face was twisted, but it wasn’t just the awestruck look that bothered him. It was the expression of concern in her eyes. This was Lilith, after all, and she rarely showed any real concern, certainly none for him.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Just answer my question.”

      “I feel a trickle from the source. That’s it.”

      “A trickle,” Lilith said, her voice still so low.

      She motioned for Sam to stand, and he did so, turning in place. “There is something here, but I’m not exactly sure what it is.” She glanced over to Tara, shrugging as she did. “I know that you think I have all the answers because I trained with him, but unfortunately that’s not the case. He kept quite a bit from me.”

      “What is it?” Tara snapped.

      “It’s what I’m feeling,” she said. “There is something here, though to be honest, I’m not exactly sure what it is. It’s a surge of energy, but that’s about it.”

      “A surge of energy?” Tara asked. “That seems vague.”

      “You’re right. Because it is. Incredibly vague. I can’t tell you what caused that surge of energy, much like I can’t tell you how to remove it.”

      Sam frowned, and he turned to Tara, who was watching him. She was glowing with her arcane arts, and the angulated pattern she had formed was considerable, though he wasn’t sure if it was a defensive pattern or not. Not because he couldn’t see the pattern clearly, but because he wasn’t sure what intent she had. She could easily shift this pattern into attack or defense. Was she worried that there might be another attack here? Or was it simply that she was worried on his behalf, or worried about what Lilith might do?

      “Remove what?” Sam asked.

      “What’s been done to you,” she said. “Because there is something here, Sam. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it. It’s with the source. And if I’m right, this is what is causing your difficulty.”

      Sam shook his head and shrugged. “If it has something to do with the source, then it seems to me that you should be able to remove it.”

      Either that or he should be able to remove it. He had no reason to believe that he shouldn’t be able to separate whatever had been done to him, even if he couldn’t tell exactly what it was. Something had happened, something that had changed things for him, making it so that he could not feel much of anything other than the faintest trickle of power. Just that energy, that was fading, and making it difficult for him to do much of anything with it.

      “It’s not so easy,” Tara said. “Because whatever happened to you created some sort of a bridge. No. That’s not quite right. A dam?” She shrugged. “Maybe that’s what it is. A dam. It’s blocking you. It’s cutting you off from the source.” She watched him, sulking. “And it’s surprising to me that you can reach the source at all.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying what I told you. I can’t imagine how you are even able to reach that trickle.” She glanced down, looking toward his hand. “The only thing I can think of is that you are able to do so because of your connection to that vrandal, but without that I wonder what you would even be able to detect.”

      He stared for a moment and then focused, trying to feel for the connection to the source, but his connection was faint and faded enough that he couldn’t tell what it was, nor could he tell any way to use it.

      She was right. He couldn’t feel the obstruction, but that was what it seemed like to him. It was almost like whatever had happened to him had separated him from his connection to the source. Whatever had happened to him had made it difficult for him to use anything more than what he already had.

      The explosion—whether from the Nighlan, or from Joiner attempting to overpower the Nighlan—had ripped that free from him. Sam had to find a way past it before Rasan Tel managed to escape.
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      The base of the alchemy tower was quiet. Sam continued to focus on his connection to the source, trying to feel that trickle of energy, and found that he was butting up against whatever had happened to him. He’d been trying to determine what that was. Increasingly, he wanted to blame the Nighlan, or perhaps some tragic accident with Joiner attempting to protect him, but Sam didn’t have any answers.

      The prisoner, and Bethal, had not provided any additional information. They had said nothing. Sam suspected they both knew something, but neither wanted to reveal what they had learned. Havash had arcane artists questioning them, but Sam doubted that they would find anything quickly enough for it to make a difference.

      Sam looked up. It took a considerable focus on his behalf for him to even see anything. It was almost as if he had to maintain that constant connection to the source, that trickle of energy giving him only his ability to see, nothing more than that. What would happen if he had been cut off from the source altogether?

      He sat up, resting his hands on the table. He looked over toward the walled-off section that contained the lanterns and recoiled. He didn’t even think that he had a possibility of using that power now. The lanterns were a dream, or more like a memory.

      Each time that he attempted to reach for another access point, he found that it was moving too quickly for him to be able to reach for anything.

      But he did maintain the single hold on the source, this single piece of energy, and he suspected that it was because he was connected to the source when he had been attacked. Perhaps he was always connected the source, using that in order for him to be able to see anything at all. Without that, would he have been severed from it all together?

      The door opened, and he looked over.

      Sam breathed out heavily. “I’m not in the mood, Gresham.”

      The taller man came over, and he frowned at him. “I didn’t say anything.”

      Sam nodded, and he turned his attention back to the stack of books. He hadn’t even bothered to open them. At this point, without being able to see anything clearly, he wasn’t even going to be able to read. Sam had been through this before and had felt that fear, knowing the worry of what it might be like were he to never see again, and he’d overcome it. At least, he had thought that he had overcome it, thought that he would be able to find his way to his eyesight once more. And now it was little more than a fuzzy haze that hung in front of him, a fuzzy haze that made it so that he could see nothing.

      “What’s wrong?” Gresham asked. He took a seat at the table across from Sam and peered forward. “You don’t sit out here most of the time. Usually, you spend your time back there,” he said, motioning to another part of the alchemy tower, “with Stone. Something changed.”

      “There was another attack,” he said.

      Gresham leaned forward. “Where? In the Academy? There shouldn’t have been another attack here. I thought the professors had it locked up, secured so that there couldn’t be another.”

      Sam nodded. “That’s what we’ve been told. But the attack wasn’t in the Academy. It was in the city. In an alchemy shop.” Sam didn’t even need to tell them which one. It didn’t matter. And if he told Gresham where the attack had been, it would only make the man curious, more interested in trying to figure out where Sam and Tara spent their time. More than anything else, Sam wanted to keep that piece a secret.

      Gresham leaned back and breathed out in a soft wheeze. “How many?”

      “A dozen. Maybe more.”

      “We lost a dozen?”

      “Oh,” Sam said. “I thought you were asking about how many attackers. We lost one.”

      “Just one? And there were a dozen attackers? I’d say that we did pretty well.”

      “We lost Joiner,” he said.

      Gresham frowned and leaned forward. “I suppose that means you think you get to run the alchemy tower again.” He sneered at Sam. “Don’t think that I’m going to take any lessons from you.”

      Sam tried to focus on that faint stirring of energy deep within him, and though he could feel it, it was not going to be enough for him to use in any real meaningful way.

      “I’m sure that I’m not equipped to teach someone like you,” he said.

      Gresham snorted. “You know that’s right. What happened to him? He always struck me as pretty competent. Powerful alchemist. Maybe not quite as strong as the ones who were here when I first came to the Academy, but skilled enough.”

      Sam resisted the urge to smile at that comment. Joiner was more than capable, far more capable than the alchemist who had been in the Academy before he had come, though that wasn’t something that Gresham needed to know about. It may not even be anything that he cared about.

      “I don’t know. The Nighlan attacked. They reached the city, grabbed him, and then disappeared.”

      “There has to be some sort of trail we can follow.”

      It surprised Sam that Gresham would even care. He didn’t strike Sam as the most concerned about others, but maybe he truly did want to learn about alchemy, and the only way that he be able to do that would be by having somebody like Joiner here. Or maybe he really was concerned about Sam running the alchemy tower.

      “We’re looking for him.”

      “You’re a part of this?”

      “A part of what’s happening. The same way you would be if you cared.”

      Sam fell silent and returned his attention to the stack of books, saying nothing more. There wasn’t anything that he could even say at this point, nothing more than just the overwhelming agitation that he felt, but perhaps he didn’t need to do or say anything more. At this point, the only thing he really needed to do was figure out how to get past the barricade that had been placed in his mind.

      If it was the source, that seemed like something that Sam should be able to figure out a way past. He had a connection to the source, and he had a way of hitting past it, so it seemed like all he had to do was come up with a solution before slipping beyond it, and then . . .

      “What are you reading about there?” Gresham asked.

      “It’s nothing,” Sam said.

      And it really was nothing. He had a few books on arcane arts and mathematics, and one on basic alchemy, mostly for show. And partly because it felt reassuring having the books before him. Having them resting here with him gave him at least a feeling that he was going to be able to do something, even if he hadn’t really managed to find any way to do anything with it.

      “That book on arcane arts is advanced for you, Barlands—I mean Bilson.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Are you sure they want you to have that?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Tara said, entering the alchemy tower and taking a seat next to Sam. Gresham glowered at her but then shrugged, getting up from the table and heading away.

      Sam figured that it didn’t make any sense for him to argue anymore with the man. There was no point in it.

      “Did you find anything?” he whispered.

      “Nothing more than we did when you went there.”

      After Lilith had revealed what happened to Sam, he had gone over to the alchemy shop and had tried to detect anything but failed. There wasn’t anything for him to detect, mostly because his ability with alchemy was muted right now.

      Lilith hadn’t been able to detect anything, either, though she had vowed to stay and probe the makeshift lanterns that had formed the conduit. She’d been impressed by that, which Sam understood, even if he didn’t care.

      “There has to be some trace of them,” he said.

      “She thinks that she can track them, but she’s not exactly sure where it’s going to lead. And she has an idea for you.”

      Sam sat up, and he frowned as he looked over to Tara. “What idea?”

      “Well,” Tara began, before lowering her voice and looking over to where Gresham now sat. He was quiet, but he was obviously paying attention to them, his posture upright so that he could listen in. “She thinks there’s a way for you to reach for the source that’s more powerful. If you can do that, you might be able to reverse what happened to you. Then we can go after him.”

      “Are you sure that I need to be there?” Sam said.

      “Don’t be like that,” Tara said. “This has nothing to do with you moping around. This has everything to do with you being present at the time when it occurred. And because of that, she and Havash believe that you need to be there. We figure that if you can regain your connection, you should be able to use the lanterns and reopen the conduit. Then we can go after him.”

      Sam nodded slowly. But even as he did, he wasn’t sure that it was the right strategy. Reopening the lanterns meant that they were going after the Nighlan, in some stronghold of theirs. Given what he knew of Rasan Tel and how he needed the vrandal in order to destroy the remaining lock that held him in his prison, Sam doubted that was the smartest of moves.

      “Maybe she needs to go after him.”

      “She offered that as well, but Havash thinks you need to be involved.”

      “And Havash isn’t worried about me somehow leading to Rasan Tel’s freedom?”

      The vrandal was the key to him breaking out. Were Sam to lose control over the vrandal, Rasan Tel would have an easier time getting free. Sam had to be strong enough to ensure he didn’t escape.

      “I don’t think he is,” she said.

      He didn’t argue, but he wasn’t exactly sure.

      At this point, the only thing that mattered was trying to break through this barrier, but if she had an idea . . .

      Sam knew where that would have to be. It meant going to the Barlands.

      That was a place that was powerful with the source, and a place that he could easily imagine using, especially since Lilith had tested him. She had broken with the source, and he had felt the way she had done so imbued strength in him, building his connection and giving him even more strength with the source so that he could see again. If it were to work, all he had to do was find a way to break through that barrier.

      Having access to more power should be able to do it.

      Within the Barlands, he could not only draw upon more of the source, but it would be connected in such a way that he could do it powerfully, using the vrandal to summon it, and perhaps blast through what had happened to him.

      “Has anything changed for you?” Tara whispered.

      “Not since last time you were here,” he said.

      “Do you think Rasan Tel,” she started, keeping her voice low, “sent them here to attack you?”

      “Probably,” Sam said, squeezing his hand around the vrandal. “I don’t know if it’s what they did or if it was an accident with how Joiner was battling them. Either way, I have to find some way past it.” If it had been Rasan Tel, he suspected it would’ve been merely about taking the vrandal, not trying to separate him from the source. That was why he increasingly began to think that everything that happened to him was some sort of an accident, perhaps because of Joiner, or the attack, but either way an accident.

      “Would the two of you stop babbling on?” Tracen said.

      Sam looked over to him. He shrugged and grinned at Gresham, as if the two of them had conspired to do this. Gresham looked surprisingly muted in his response. That was unusual, especially as he rarely missed an opportunity to make fun of Sam.

      “Fine,” Tara said, grabbing Sam by the arm and helping him to stand. “You two can have this place all to yourself. I don’t care what you decide to do here either.”

      “What exactly do you think we’re going to do here, Stone?” Tracen asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe make some more terrible alchemy. That’s what you’re so good at when you’re down here.” She flashed a tight smile, then guided Sam along the hallway toward his room.

      Once inside, she closed the door, and he noticed the protective barrier that she placed over it. That was usually unnecessary, but then again Sam was usually the one to place the barrier around the room so that he could make sure nobody snuck in on them.

      She took a seat next to him. “You actually reading those books?”

      “Not really,” Sam said. “They were mostly for show.”

      She started to smile. “I thought you read most of those by now.”

      “Several times,” he said.

      “You need to read a book more than once?”

      “No, sometimes I do it just because I want to make sure I didn’t miss anything the first time.”

      “But you have a perfect memory.”

      “Nearly perfect,” he said.

      He could search through his memories of what he’d read, and while it was almost perfect, it was not quite that way. And it was difficult for him to search through those memories from time to time, so he needed to have prompting. At least, it had become that way here. When he was younger and had been trying to sneak in a book here and there, hoping to be able to read anything, there had never been that same difficulty. It had only started when he came to the Academy and was given the opportunity to read from any book in the library. Then came the challenge of being able to access everything that he read.

      “Havash suggests that we see if you can’t try to push your way through whatever happened. He thinks if it’s some sort of a barrier, you might be able to overwhelm it. Sort of like you were able to overwhelm it before.”

      “I couldn’t overwhelm it before,” he reminded her.

      “No, but we could heal you. Maybe this is the same sort of thing.”

      “It wasn’t just that I had this kind of obstruction.”

      And it was more than that. As he been probing at it, Sam had been trying to feel for the energy, searching for some way to get past it, but even as he had focused on it, he hadn’t found the key. There had to be some secret to it, but he didn’t know what it was. It was almost as if the pressure that pushed on him, the pressure that built inside, was made of the source itself, winding around and covering up his ability to reach for it. As he tried to strain and probe for it, and as he focused, thinking that he may be able to find some way through it, he never managed to do so.

      “Just try. For me, would you?”

      “If it would work, I would do it. It’s just that I don’t think it’s going to make any difference,” Sam said.

      “Because you aren’t trying.”

      “You want to work with me,” he said, realizing what she was getting at.

      “It’s always made a difference before.”

      Sam shrugged. “Maybe alchemy, at least our kind of alchemy, is going to be the key.”

      Tara began to form a pattern of angulation, using the arcane arts and weaving it in a familiar strand. It was a healing pattern, though it wasn’t one that Sam had ever been able to form himself. He had seen it used, though, and knew how to do it.

      As she formed it, he began to pull upon his own drawing of the source, and pull upon that power, using that to create a band of energy. He could feel it forming. And then he started to weave it in with what Tara was doing. It was a faint tracing of power, and it certainly was not nearly that much energy, but hopefully it would be enough to create more for him, enough that he could use that to augment the way that she was calling upon power and alter the healing that she intended for him.

      As she started to flatten it down, he could feel that power pressing through him. But he could also feel that it wasn’t changing anything. Though she was squeezing it down, there was no part of it that modified.

      He shook his head. “It’s not working.”

      “You don’t know that. We can keep trying.”

      “I’m happy to keep trying,” he said. “It’s just that I don’t think it’s going to work.”

      She regarded him and then unraveled her pattern. Sitting back, she watched him with her arms folded. “I thought it was worth a shot. I figured that if maybe the two of us worked together, we may be able to do something that you couldn’t do on your own, or that I couldn’t do on my own. The others aren’t able to see my patterns nearly the way that you can, so I figured that you could add something to it.”

      “And I thank you,” he said.

      “Now we just have to get you to the Barlands and give you a chance to overpower it.”

      “It might work,.

      Tara arched a brow at him. “Just might?”

      He shrugged. “Well, I know that if I go to the Barlands, I’m going to feel the access to the source more potently than I do now, but there’s also the possibility that it’s not going to be enough.”

      There was something going on in the Barlands—Sam had felt it. Until he knew . . .

      They would fail.

      With him like this, they would fail. Maybe that was what Rasan Tel wanted. Remove Sam as a threat, then he could escape.

      “I don’t like this side of you.”

      “The practical side?”

      “The pessimistic side” she said. “You were always the one to think that everything would work. Think that way again.”

      Sam forced a smile. “It might. Either that, or we find Joiner, and have him undo whatever it was that was done to me.”

      “There we go,” she said. “If that’s what it takes, then we can do that.”

      She leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest, looking pleased with herself.

      Sam didn’t have the heart to tell her that he doubted it would work.
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      Sam stood in the middle of his room within the tolath tower, wondering if it might be one of the last times that he came here. He hadn’t been in this room in quite some time, partly because he had been preoccupied with the responsibilities within the alchemy tower, and partly because he didn’t feel he was welcome here. There weren’t many students on this floor, as there weren’t many students within the tolath tower to begin with, but he still felt a sense of unease.

      “Finally came back, did you?”

      Sam spun to see James in the doorway. He had to hold on to the source in order for him to see the boy clearly, otherwise everything was a bit of a blur. James did not hold on to the arcane arts, though, not with so many others within the Academy who did. He stood and looked around the inside of Sam’s room but said nothing.

      “I’m getting ready to leave,” Sam said.

      James nodded slowly. “I had wondered when it would come. I guess I didn’t think it would be so soon.”

      “We don’t know how much time we have.”

      And he didn’t how much time he had. His room was little more than a bed, a table, and a chest where his few belongings were stored. At least, it had been. Ever since he’d taken up space within the alchemy tower, he hadn’t kept much here at all. There was no real purpose for him to hold much here.

      “Has it gotten so bad?”

      “It’s complicated,” Sam said.

      “So complicated that you haven’t been able to check and see if I could get access to the alchemy tower?”

      James didn’t bother to hide the hurt in his voice, and Sam didn’t think there was much that he could say, anyway.

      “Everything has been complicated ever since Joiner disappeared.”

      James tensed. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      Hadn’t he?

      Maybe Sam had been preoccupied with everything else and had neglected to share that with James. “He was abducted. That’s why I have to go. I think I might be able to help find him.”

      But it was more than finding Joiner. It was helping himself, though he wasn’t sure how to tell James that.

      Might, though, was increasingly unlikely. These days, Sam didn’t even know if he would have any ability to go after Joiner. He didn’t know if he would be able to summon the kind of power that was needed in order for him to attack if the Nighlan were to target them.

      “You aren’t telling me something,” James said and shrugged. “I’ve gotten accustomed to that, Sam. I can see it in your eyes. You’re good at so many different things but hiding things from me in particular isn’t something that you are particularly skilled at.”

      “Because I don’t like to do it,” Sam said softly.

      “Then don’t.”

      Sam glanced to the door, and then he pushed it closed. “I’ve told you so much already,” he said. “Something happened. The Nighlan attacked Chasten’s shop. You were there and saw that, but when we went back, Joiner was abducted. We’re going after him, because when he was abducted, something happened to me. I don’t have the same ability anymore.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what to make of it,” Sam said. “When the Nighlan disappeared, Joiner tried to keep them from harming the rest of us. Maybe all of us. And as he did it, he lashed out with his unique kind of power, and it circled around and attacked me. He wasn’t trying to. At least I don’t think that he was, though the others aren’t quite as convinced, especially given what we’ve encountered with the Nighlan.” He looked down at the floor. “And now my connection to power is different.”

      Sam looked back up, meeting James’s eyes. “We are leaving so that I can see if I can’t find another way to access the kind of power. I don’t know if it is possible, and I don’t know if there’s anything to be able to be done for me, but I’m going to try, mostly because I want to be able to do the kind of things I had done before, and because I think that I have to be there for the battle with Rasan Tel.”

      James watched him. “Maybe you are right about the alchemy tower. Maybe I’m not ready.”

      Sam held his gaze. “Not for this,” he agreed. “But you can learn alchemy. When I get back, I’m going to do what I can to get you admitted to the tower. You have to show some predilection to alchemy, but I’ve been around you enough to know that isn’t unlikely.”

      James patted him on the shoulder. “Good. Because I want to have a chance to work more closely with you. If you and Tara are going after some strange power, I can be of some use. I know that I haven’t proven it that much so far, but I haven’t had the opportunity. I think I can be helpful.”

      “I’m sure you could,” Sam said.

      James nodded and stepped out, closing the door behind him.

      Sam breathed out a sigh. He didn’t have much here and didn’t know why he had returned. Mostly because he had not visited, and it felt as if there might be some treasure that was left here, some memento that he needed to gather before he returned to the Barlands and to his home.

      Was that where they were going, though?

      Not to his home, but to the Barlands at least. That much seemed significant for him. It seemed almost as if he should be excited about the return, as this time he was going back on his own terms, and he hoped to try to undo something that had happened to him.

      But there was a part of Sam that remained concerned he wasn’t going to be able to make it back safely. He knew the danger that existed, and he had felt that danger, becoming all too aware of just how much that might wrap up within him, and how there might not be anything that he could do to oppose it.

      He sorted through his trunk, looking at some of the books stacked there. He knew he shouldn’t keep them here. He didn’t even realize that he had so many books still. Most of these were borrowed from the library, books he should’ve long ago returned, but when he had started to take up residence within the alchemy tower, he’d forgotten about them.

      He took them under his arm, slipped on his robe, and headed out of his room. He closed the door and looked back at it, feeling almost as if this was going to be the last time.

      He headed down the stairs and paused at the entrance into the Study Hall before triggering it. There was no movement in the hallway, nothing to suggest that there was anybody there. As the door slid open, granting him access to those corridors, he stepped inside, waiting for it to slide closed again and give him the opportunity to move quietly and unseen throughout the Academy.

      He headed straight toward the library.

      Thankfully, there was nobody else in the Study Hall. Nowadays, it wasn’t a guarantee like it once had been. This had been his and Tara’s space, a place where they could explore the Academy, where they could become close.

      Now it was another place where he might encounter people that he didn’t want to see. Tracen and many of the other older students had learned of its existence. They couldn’t travel quite as openly as Sam could. His connection to the source had permitted him access to places that were blocked off to others. He wasn’t entirely sure that he would be able to pass by those blockages with his diminished state, but with the vrandal he had to think that he should be able to get through, and if he did, he had to believe he would be able to find his way to wherever he wanted in these tunnels.

      He weaved toward the library, and once he reached the entrance to it, he paused for a moment, focusing on the air flowing through the small metal grate that he utilized to ensure that there wasn’t anybody else on either side of it.

      Sam waited for a few moments, holding his hand there, listening to the wind, focusing on any sort of power that might be there, until he was reassured that there was nothing.

      And there was nothing. It was empty. Quiet.

      There wasn’t even a sense of the arcane arts, though within the library, there were not many people who attempted to use them. There were dangers there.

      Sam triggered the door, and it slid open. He stepped into the library, letting his eyes adjust, and then closed it quickly. He didn’t want anybody else to swing open the door. It wasn’t late enough that he thought he could move openly. There was still a danger that there would be somebody else here, a danger that he would have to defend himself against something.

      He carried his books, dropped them onto one of the alcove tables, and then froze.

      His sister was here.

      Sam approached her and hesitated.

      He hadn’t spoken to Mia that much. Not nearly as much as what he had thought when he came to the Academy. She didn’t want to see him, but she also felt as if she needed to move on past him. And that, more than anything else, pained Sam.

      He cleared his throat.

      Mia spun, holding a book in one hand, clutching it up against her chest, and her eyes widened slightly. They were their mother’s eyes. When she saw Sam, her gaze hardened.

      “What are you doing here, Sam? Are you following me again?”

      “I’m not following you,” he said. “I brought some books back.”

      She looked around the library before her gaze settled back on him again. “Why are you looking like you are trying to hide something?”

      “I’m not trying to hide anything.”

      She sniffed and then turned her attention back to her studies. “I know you, Sam.”

      She kept her voice quiet, as if even that much of an admission pained her to say.

      And he didn’t even counter her. She had known him. There was a time when he would’ve said that Mia knew him better than anyone else, but that time had long since passed. Now the only one who really knew him was Tara.

      “I’m going to be leaving the Academy for a while,” he said.

      Mia turned, giving him only half of her attention. She stiffened, though. “Where are you going?”

      “There’s an alchemy need outside of the Academy. I have to go and deal with it.”

      This time, she did listen to him, turning so that she looked up at him. “Why you?”

      “Because there aren’t that many people in the Academy who understand alchemy the way I do.”

      She started to smirk. “There’s the confidence. Here I thought that you had lost it.”

      “It’s not that,” Sam said.

      “Oh, I’m sure that it’s not. Do you know that they talk about you in my tower?”

      “Mia—”

      “They talk about how you and Tara are flaunting your experience with alchemy. And here I thought I needed to warn you, especially because . . .” She shook her head. “It doesn’t really matter. Maybe I don’t need to warn you. You wouldn’t even listen anyway.”

      He wondered what it was that she had heard. There were probably many different stories about him coming out of her tower. Gresham would have been the source of most of them, and Sam could counter anything that he had to say. He wasn’t sure that it mattered, though. At this point, the only thing that mattered was that he needed to try to understand just what it was that she might be doing, but also he needed to know whether there was any danger to him. He didn’t think there would be. Not when it came to Gresham.

      Gresham had to be careful, especially as Sam had higher rank within the alchemy tower than him. Outside of the alchemy tower, though, Gresham could do anything he wanted, pretty much. He was a fourth-year student, near graduation, who would soon be leaving the Academy, or perhaps worse, staying in the Academy and serving as an instructor, where he might nurse his irritation with Sam and continue to torment him.

      Even then, Sam wasn’t sure it would make much of a difference. He didn’t need to have Gresham’s approval in the Academy. The only thing that he really needed was to ensure that Gresham didn’t bother him while he was still there.

      And there was very little that Gresham was able to disrupt. Especially as Sam was leaving the Academy and heading to the Barlands.

      “I want to be careful,” Sam said. “I don’t know if you are in any danger here, but the Academy isn’t fully safe.”

      She snorted. “That’s interesting coming from you.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because everybody has heard about what you’ve done.”

      “It’s not about what I’ve done,” Sam said.

      “No? Then what is it about?”

      “The Nighlan.”

      “Oh, the Nighlan again. It’s always about the Nighlan with you.”

      “Because it’s always about the Nighlan,” he said.

      “That’s what you want us to believe.”

      He couldn’t believe that he had to have this argument with his sister, especially after what happened within the Academy that she had been exposed to.

      But of course, Mia hadn’t been exposed to everything within the Academy that he had. She would not have seen the same things that he had. She would not have known the same dangers that he had known, and he had done everything that he could in order to protect her, along with the other students, from what the Nighlan had intended to do.

      “I’m glad you feel that way. Keep studying. The next test is going to be difficult.”

      “You have some insight? I know you stayed close with Havash. If he’s told you something—”

      “Not about the test,” Sam said. “He wouldn’t let me cheat on them like that.”

      “He obviously let you cheat on something,” she said.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Mia—”

      She set her hands on the table and turned to look at him. “You came here with no talent, Sam. And now look at you. I still haven’t figured out how you’re doing it. It has to be some form of alchemy. I thought maybe you were actually learning some aspect of the arcane arts. I don’t think that’s it anymore.”

      “You think that I’m using alchemy to pretend that I have access to the arcane arts?”

      “Something like that,” she said, and shrugged. “I just can’t tell how you’re doing it. And maybe it doesn’t even matter. If it works for you, then that’s all that matters. And if Havash doesn’t care, then why should I?”

      Sam hadn’t really had an opportunity to talk with his sister about what he’d learned about their parents, but now didn’t really feel like the time. He wanted to share with her, though. He wanted to have that conversation, wanted to try to convince her that there was something more for them, but Mia had no interest in it.

      “Just be safe.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small orb, setting it on the table in front of her. He and Tara had made them, and it would protect against the arcane arts, but it would also protect against alchemy. It was useful and dangerous, and he had intended to bring it with him, but perhaps it was better to have it here at the Academy.

      “If you need to use this, you’ll understand what it does. But don’t use it unless you have to.”

      “What is it? Something that you made? Some memento that you think that I should have? I don’t need anything to remind me of you, Sam. I’m reminded of that every day at the Academy. Every time I go to all my classes, I see just how well you’re doing and how poorly I am.”

      “I’ve offered my help, but you’ve wanted none of it.”

      “Of course you offered your help. And I suspect you’re going to keep offering it, even though there is nothing you can do that will help me. I have to do this for myself.”

      He opened his mouth to argue, but she was right. She did have to do this for herself. And more than that, he didn’t want to take that from her. There was value in that journey. Learning what she needed to learn was going to be more valuable to her than anything that he could do.

      “Just use that if you need to. And I hope that when I return, if I return, you will welcome me more than you do now.”

      “What?”

      Sam started to turn away from her.

      “What are you going on about, Sam?”

      “I’m not going on about—”

      “Barlands boy,” somebody said in a singsong voice. Sam looked over to see Tracen.

      He glanced over at Mia and then backed away from her, turning his attention to the newcomer.

      “You finally left the tower. I wondered if you ever would. I think you’ve gotten awfully cozy there. You and Stone. It’s like the two of you think that you can lord over the rest of us. Now that you’re out of the alchemy tower, the typical status of the Academy reverts. Eventually Professor Joiner will recognize the natural order of things.”

      “I think you’re the only one who wants the natural order of anything,” he said to Tracen.

      “What are you doing in here? I thought you had so much reading to do down in the tower?”

      Sam glanced over at his sister, but she turned her attention back to the book, as if she wanted to ignore his mere presence here. Maybe that was for the best anyway.

      “I guess I was only trying to get away from you. The alchemy tower has started to smell since you’ve been down there, and I thought that I would find some solace in these musty books, but now you’re here. And so is the smell.”

      Sam started to turn, but Tracen stepped in front of him. Sam tried to reach for the source, and when he couldn’t reach for nearly as much power as he wanted, he was forced to tap into the power of the vrandal, attempting to draw upon it a try to draw even more energy through it. He created a hint of a barrier, little more than a faint layer that he managed to stretch around him, but thankfully it was enough as Tracen started to call upon the arcane arts, creating angulation. Sam jabbed outward at his angulation, disrupting it.

      The shift of the angular pattern exploded backward on Tracen.

      Sam could still see the patterns and could still interact with them so that he could influence them. If he’d lost that ability, he would be far more helpless than he was at this point.

      Tracen started to get up, but Sam leaned toward him. “You need to be careful, Tracen. I sit atop the alchemy tower.”

      Tracen glowered at him, and Sam spun, watching his sister for a moment before heading out of the library. The librarian gave him a quizzical look as he stepped out, but he ignored it.

      It was time for him to leave. He had said goodbye to James, had seen his sister, and had irritated Tracen even more. At what point should he consider staying?

      None. That was the answer came to him. There was no reason for him to stay in the Academy any longer. No reason for him to be here. And plenty of reasons for him to go.

      Hopefully he would draw enough power from the Barlands to disrupt this barrier over his connection to the source, and if he couldn’t, Sam wasn’t sure that he wanted to stay here anyway.

      Tara would have to understand.
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      The inside of the lantern room was quiet. Sam had not been here much lately. Most of the time, it had been him and Tara, though there had been a few times when Joiner had met them, trying to help guide them as they worked on the direction that they needed to take.

      But as he stood here, he focused on the lanterns and felt helpless in a way that he had not felt in quite some time. He couldn’t reach for enough of the source to even activate one of the lanterns, let alone all five of them in order for them to travel. And as he turned in place, looking at each of the alchemy lanterns, his stomach started to sink.

      Tara took his hand and squeezed.

      He looked over to her. “I hope this works.”

      “If it doesn’t?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Sam said, shaking his head. “I keep thinking about that. I keep thinking about what’s going to happen if I can’t draw upon enough of the source to overpower this barrier.”

      The door to the lantern room opened , and Lilith strolled in. The door, much like the wall that blocked off the lantern room, was new, though Havash along with Joiner had put some effort into trying to make it blend in so that it seemed as if it were a part of the alchemy tower. Perhaps the lantern room should always have been walled off, though it had been open.

      “I think we need to refer to it as a dam,” she said. “Not a barrier. It might prevent you from reaching for the source the same way as a barrier would, but this doesn’t stop you altogether.”

      “Why do you call it a dam?” Tara asked. She had relaxed around Lilith, though not nearly as much as Sam thought that they would need to. Over time, they would need to find a way to work together.

      “When I probed him, I could feel his access to the source. I wouldn’t be able to feel that if he were completely blocked off. There is a different technique used in blocking something off.”

      “Could this have been from Joiner, the way that he thinks?” Tara asked, looking over to Sam. “Or did they target him?”

      Lilith shrugged. “I don’t know. I doubt this was intentional. Something like this, something so . . . incomplete . . . doesn’t feel like Rasan Tel. If he had targeted you, he would have been far more successful.”

      “And you know that because you worked with him.”

      “I just want to make sure that we have this out there,” Tara said. “She worked with him, and now she’s claiming to help us work against him, but Joiner has disappeared, you are injured, and we’re heading out of the city, presumably on the way to the Barlands, but at this point, we have to trust that she’s leading us where she claims that she is going to lead us.”

      Sam didn’t really know what Rasan Tel intended, only that whatever it was had to do with the conduits. He was directing that power in some way. Likely to break free of his prison, so they had to come to understand the conduits in order to stop him. Somehow.

      But how could they stop someone who had been preparing for something like this far longer than them?

      “I’m not taking you anywhere other than where I said I would,” Lilith said.

      “Much like you wouldn’t take Sam anywhere,” Tara said.

      Sam squeezed her hand, and he turned toward Lilith. “I’d like to talk about this dam.”

      “There’s a difference between a true barrier,” she said, “and a dam. A dam blocks off access. Given what you know of the source, you understand that it eventually will flow, and that there’s not a whole lot that can be done to keep it from flowing.”

      “I suppose,” he said.

      “And with that,” she said, pointing to his hand, and the vrandal that he had squeezed inside of his palm, “you aren’t going to be fully cut off. I don’t know if he knew that or not, or if this truly was just some sort of accidental attack. Maybe that’s all it was, but if that was what he did, why did it only dam you off, and not block you altogether? Because I suspect what he was doing to the other Nighlan was trying to block them off from their access to the source.”

      “And you think that would work?”

      “On that scale?” Lilith shook her head. “I think it would be hard to believe that it would work. He would have to be incredibly powerful. The only person I know who might be able to do it—”

      “Is Rasan Tel,” Tara said.

      “Right,” Lilith said. “He might’ve been able to do it, though I’ve never even seen him try to use that amount of force. It would be incredibly difficult for him to do, difficult to control. Which is why I wonder if Joiner attempted to shield you as he did it, because he didn’t know if he could even control it.”

      It was one more thing to consider.

      “Well, let’s get going to the Barlands, so that I can see if I can’t peel this strange barrier away and find a way beyond.”

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      “The last time we traveled by conduits, we were pulled,” Tara said, looking at Sam. “I know you want to talk about it, but what happens if we are pulled again?”

      “It’s a good point,” he said. “What happens?”

      “I can try to fight,” Lilith said. “And seeing as how I have a greater reach than you do, I think I should be able to cut this off better than you, but . . .” She stood in the center of the lanterns and focused. “If he pulls us, I’m not going to be able to overpower him. He taught me how to reach for a dozen different access points, but there are limits to how many I can draw upon. I have tried to reach for more, but I can’t. Unlike him. He is able to reach for so many different ones.” She shook her head. “I don’t even understand how I can do it. I can see no more access points.”

      “What do you mean that you can see no more?” Tara asked.

      Sam turned to her. “That’s something to do with the source. It seems to flow.” He glanced over to Lilith. “Which is why I think she’s calling it a dam. It’s a reasonable analogy. It flows something like a river. And each access point is a branch point off of it. You can grab for it, and the earliest ones are easy, because the flow isn’t quite as fast, but the farther you go, the harder it is to reach for those access points, mostly because the speed of the source starts to increase, and it takes talent to slow down the source, but also takes skill to grab for the source when it’s flowing that quickly.”

      “So now that it’s dammed from you, and you’re not able to reach for it as quickly as you could,” Tara went on, “you think that if you can remove this dam, the source is going to flow again, and you’re going to be able to reach for more?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said.

      “What if it’s something else?” she asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure what it is,” Sam said. “All I know is that it’s a block. It makes it difficult for me to reach much of anything.”

      “Well, we can see what we can do,” Tara said. “We can try to burst past the dam, but if that doesn’t work, you are going to need to find something else.” She shrugged. “Another way around. Maybe a tributary.”

      “It’s not exactly a river,” Sam said.

      “Well, you keep describing it in terms of one, so we can think of it like that, and we can treat it almost as if it is one. Then maybe you can understand aspects of it that will help you understand the source in a different way.”

      She turned to Lilith. “I think we’re ready.”

      Lilith nodded. “Let’s get moving. I’ll try to grasp for as much as I can, but if something were to happen, I need you to be ready,” she said to Tara. “The arcane arts may work here.”

      “May?” Tara asked.

      “I’m not exactly sure if it is going to make a difference or not. I say that it may work. And I understand that you have some potential.”

      Sam found himself smiling. He recognized that Lilith was taunting Tara, but he couldn’t tell if Tara understood it as well. She stiffened, bristling at the comment, and began to glow with the power of the arcane arts.

      “Just hold on to it,” Sam said, squeezing Tara’s hand. “And be ready.”

      “Not you too,” she said.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Sam said.

      Tara shot him a look of annoyance.

      Then the connection to the source flowed out of Lilith.

      It was powerful, the very sort of connection that Sam wasn’t able to reach any longer. He could see her glowing with the power of the source, the greenish energy flowing out from her, distinct lines drawing out in each direction, pointing at each of the lanterns, and it struck. As soon as it did, the haze began to build in the room, and pressure started to form, squeezing upon them. It was a familiar pressure, one that Sam had become accustomed to in the time that he’d been working with the lanterns, and he no longer fought it the way that he had before.

      This time, though, he did hold on to his connection to the source, wrapping it around him and using it as a protective layer that would do very little against somebody with real power, but at least it prevented him from being tossed into the stream of power that Lilith used as she siphoned them through the conduit. As soon as he started to travel through the conduit, he could feel something shifting, something changing, and at first, he wasn’t sure what it was.

      “Sam?” Tara asked.

      “It should be fine,” he said.

      “I can feel this,” she said. “I can feel how something is pulling on us. What is it?”

      “It’s him,” Lilith said.

      The pressure continued to build, and he noticed a burst of light in the distance. It was a strange greenish coloration, mixed with strands of white, and it melted with the conduit, forming a bursting of power and pattern that seemed to influence the conduit. He had felt the power of the conduit shifting when they had used it, and he had felt what Rasan Tel was doing in the Barlands.

      “Can you hold it?” Sam asked Lilith.

      It was a strange thing to have this conversation within the conduit, strange that she could feel that power squeezing around them, and there was a sense of movement, but nothing more than that. It was almost as if the haze around them that Lilith used by drawing upon the energy of the lanterns began to build, squeezing them in a way that would help overwhelm whatever danger there was around them.

      “I can,” she said, though he could hear the tremor in her words.

      He couldn’t help.

      But maybe Tara could.

      “I need you to form the same pattern that we used when we traveled to the lanterns,” Sam said.

      “Sam, you aren’t strong enough to do anything with it.”

      “I’m not strong enough to do anything with it, but I can ensure that it’s woven within yours and Lilith’s patterns together. I just need us to protect each other.”

      Lilith looked over to him, her eyes tight, the wrinkles forming in the corners of her eyes, but there was real fear in her eyes now.

      “Do it,” Sam said.

      Tara started forming the angulated weave, lines of pale white beginning to meld together, flowing one over another until they blended. And as they did, he started to mix them in with what Lilith held, winding one over another and forcing them together. He didn’t have to have much strength in order to do that. He could feel that there was a little bit of resistance, but as he forced one up and over and another underneath, he could blend the two patterns.

      “It’s easing,” Lilith said.

      He heard the relief in her voice. Then he could feel them moving again.

      Sam continued to nudge, winding what Tara was doing and what Lilith held, and could feel that the power of that pattern was starting to solidify. He was getting closer. He didn’t know how much longer he would have to hold it like this, but he thought he might be able to manage.

      Then there was another explosion. He could feel that energy bursting against him, the pressure of some access to the source bulging against him, against Lilith, and forcing Tara’s pattern away.

      Lilith turned to them. “Protect him,” she said.

      Tara immediately began to weave her pattern around Sam.

      Lilith separated from them.

      “What are you doing?” Sam asked.

      “They’re pulling on us. I need to push you out of this.”

      “Push us?” Tara asked. “What about you?”

      “I’m going to do what I need to do,” she said.

      Then he saw her begin to form her own weave, a flowing mixture of the source, and it began to build, sweeping out from her and away. It was an incredible burst of energy, and as it formed, he focused on it and tried to hold on to that power, but there was nothing that he could do. Tara protected him, wrapping him in her connection to the arcane arts, but even if he wanted to augment anything there, he wasn’t strong enough. Tara wrapped him tightly, and then he felt the force of Lilith pushing them away. There was an explosion of energy, an explosion of power, and they were forced through the conduit.

      The haze began to clear.

      Sam looked around.

      They were in a clearing, nothing but pale gray sky overhead. And there was nothing else here. There was no sign of Lilith.

      “What did she do?” Tara asked.

      Sam turned and focused on his connection to the source, testing for any residual energy, something that he might be able to find that would help connect them to what Lilith had done, and to see if there might be any way that he could draw upon that, mostly so that he could see if he might be able to help Lilith, but he could not. Even though he could feel something there, some energy that was flowing, he couldn’t do anything with it.

      She was gone.

      She had sacrificed herself to save them, forcing them away from the conduit.

      “Do you know where we are?” Tara asked.

      Sam shook his head. “We aren’t in the Barlands,” he said.

      “Of course we aren’t,” she said. “She probably intended this all along.”

      Sam sighed and crouched down beside one of the lanterns. It was a strange lantern, especially compared to some of the lanterns that they had visited before. Sam had used these conduits, jumping from place to place, testing where they would lead, and had never seen anything like this. It was almost as if it had led to some bleak landscape. Someplace the Nighlan had already attacked, he suspected.

      “I don’t think she planned this,” he said. “While I’m not exactly sure what happened here, this was not what she intended.”

      “How do you know what she intended?” Tara turned on him, crossing her arms over her chest. “How can you not? She trapped us here, Sam. She left us here. And now—”

      “And now we have to find a way back,” Sam said. “Or wait for Lilith to return.”

      “She’s not coming,” Tara said.

      “We don’t know that.”

      Tara snorted and looked around. “You have given her far too much credit over the time that you knew her. She’s done nothing to prove what she is willing to do, who she is willing to help, every single time that you come across her. And it’s all because she worked with Rasan Tel.”

      “I don’t think she’s trying to betray us,” Sam said. “I don’t know what she wants, but it’s not in service of Rasan Tel any longer.”

      And this, Sam was certain, was not at all tied to that. He didn’t know what this was or why it had happened to them, but he believed that it was accidental.

      He got up, heading toward the other lanterns, and traced his hand across them. One looked as if it were trapped under a rock, and even as he brushed his hand across, he could feel the faint trembling of power, though he wasn’t going to do anything with that.

      Without having access to the source, he couldn’t use the conduit. Even if he could, he doubted he would be able to open it widely enough to bring them both with him. Given the strength involved, and how weak he was, he couldn’t do anything.

      They were trapped here.

      And now they had to find a way to get themselves to safety. There might not be any way, not until Lilith came. But he thought that they had to search.

      “Look for any other way that people could come through here,” he said. “If you see something, let me know.”

      “What specifically do you think we might find?”

      “I don’t know. Something that might help us know where we are. We might be capable of walking to someplace within Olway.”

      “We might not be in it at all,” she said, her voice soft but with a bit of panic in it, though Sam thought that he understood that panic.

      He climbed along the rock, following the narrow ridge line, and when he reached the peak, he looked down. There was a narrow valley from here full of nothing except more rock.

      This was not the Barlands. But where were they?

      He focused on his connection to the source, wishing that he had a greater connection now, and that he might be able to push on something that would help him stretch to those lanterns, but even as he strained with it, he could not draw upon enough.

      Finally, he relaxed.

      Tara joined him, and together they looked down upon that valley.

      “I don’t like this,” she said.

      “What is there to like?”

      “What do you propose?”

      Sam looked back. “I think we stay near the lanterns. If Lilith comes to rest, she might be able to follow that tracing, and we may be able to use that so that we can get back to the Academy. Or to the Barlands.”

      At this point, Sam didn’t know which one he preferred. The Barlands might give him power, but the Academy at least offered them a level of protection. And whatever else, he believed that they needed to maintain a stiff defense. Rasan Tel had drawn them here, he was certain of it, and had control over the conduit, making it far too dangerous for them to travel. And because of that, he wasn’t sure if there was any way for them to be able to use the conduits any longer.

      And if not, what more would they be able to do? How would they be able to defend themselves against Rasan Tel and the Nighlan? And how could they keep them from attacking?

      Sam and Tara wound their way down to the lanterns. While she looked around, he took a seat on a stone in the center of the lanterns and focused on the source. He might not have had anyone here to help him, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t try to find some way to help himself.

      And he was determined to do it.
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      Sam had been holding on to the source for the better part of an hour, but he still didn’t feel anything from it, nothing that would explain to him whether there was any way for them to use what he could draw and find a way to activate the lanterns.

      They had tried several different strategies. First thing they had done was to see whether or not there be any way for him to trigger the source, and then for Tara to draw upon that, and then to stretch it outward. That hadn’t worked, though Sam hadn’t really expected it to work. He had tried pushing, sending more power through him, trying to connect as much he could to the thin strand of the source that he had, but that hadn’t worked either. He sat back, resting his hands on the stone, looking up at the flat gray sky. It hadn’t really shifted much.

      “Have you noticed there’s not much sign of life around here?” Tara said.

      “I’ve noticed,” Sam said.

      “And you have no idea where we are? I thought that if anybody would know, it would be the man who has studied every book in the library, memorizing them and analyzing exactly what was here. I figured that maybe you would have figured out where we are, so that we can keep safe.”

      Sam scoffed. “If only it were so simple.”

      “If only,” she said.

      They leaned back, resting against each other.

      “There has to be some way for me to get past this dam,” he said.

      “Why must there be?” When Tara glanced at him, she shrugged. “I don’t know. You seem to think that there has to be some reason for you to be able to get past this, for you to be able to escape from this, but what makes you think there is anything that needs to happen?”

      “Because it feels like there needs to be,” he said.

      “There’s the optimism,” she said, smiling at him. “I’ve been waiting for it.”

      “I still feel like I shouldn’t be that optimistic,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      “Well, I’m not sure that I can help you with that either. But what if I tried to push?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When you’re working with her,” Tara said, again seeming as if she didn’t want to mention Lilith’s name, “you said that she could add to your connection to the source, right?”

      “She can,” he said. “I can feel it.”

      “If she can add to it, why couldn’t I?” She shook her head. “I’ve been trying to figure this out, trying to come up with some answer here, but I haven’t been able to do so yet. It’s like a problem that I think has a solution, but I haven’t seen it.” She started to smile. “I figured that if anybody would appreciate that, it would be you.”

      “I’m sure that I should appreciate it,” he said.

      “You definitely should,” she said. “But let’s say that you can reach for the source.”

      “I still can,” he said.

      “Okay. So you can reach for the source. And can you do anything with it?”

      “I’ve been able to create some protective patterns around me. And I was able to nudge your pattern.”

      “What if you were to do that while I’m trying to heal you? I don’t think that I’m the greatest healer. That’s never been my interest. But I know the patterns. I think I could create the necessary angulation for me to use that. What if we try that?”

      “And then what?”

      “Well, then we add whatever you can do to it.” She locked eyes with him. “We use that brain of yours, and you see if you can’t press down on what’s done to you. Or maybe I can press downward through you.” She shrugged. “Are you willing to try?”

      “I guess it can’t hurt,” Sam said.

      “I’m afraid that isn’t quite true,” she said. “It might hurt. Well, it probably will hurt. I didn’t want to tell you too much about it, but I think that if I layer this over you, it might cause a little pain. Maybe not, though. I can’t say with any certainty.”

      “You are all sorts of reassuring,” he said.

      “What can I say,” she said. “I am ever the optimist.”

      He sat across from her. She took his hand, squeezing from. As she did, he watched the soft glow begin to form, the lines of angulation forming from her, as she began to let that energy flow from her.

      It was a pattern that he recognized from one of the books on angulation he’d read, but he’d never seen Tara doing it that much. It wasn’t a useful pattern for the kind of things that they had been forced to do over the time that he’d been at the Academy. But it was a healing pattern, according to what he had read. He had to believe it would work and had to hope she knew what she was doing.

      As it formed, a tight, almost spiraling pattern swept outward, taking several hard turns, and from the book he remembered that it would require a 178-degree turn, another one that was 28 degrees, and then finally a 110 degree turn. The pattern would then shift upward before it needed to be forced back downward.

      He could feel the way that she was using it and didn’t interfere.

      Her connection to it was exact, far more exact than he would’ve been able to do, and he didn’t really expect that he would be able to do anything more to influence it. He didn’t think that he needed to anyway.

      “Well?” she asked in a whisper.

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said. “I’m paying more attention to you than what I need to do.”

      “Maybe you should focus on what you might be able to add to this.”

      He started to focus on what she had formed and then watched for an opportunity for him to weave his own connection into that. There had to be a place where he could slide his connection to the source in there, but even as he watched, he wasn’t exactly sure what that was going to take. It seemed as if there was some aspect that was blocked off from him.

      And he only had a single strand of the source that he could even use. It wasn’t like what he was accustomed to these days, being able to add multiple access points and weaving that together, trying to send that power flowing into what she was doing. But he thought that what he could do would be to slip through it and perhaps strengthen it.

      Not to strengthen it, he realized as he was focusing on what she was doing, but perhaps maybe to bind her closer to the source. And given that his intention behind all of this was for him to use it so that he could help get past the dam, he had to wonder if getting closer to the source, getting closer to what she was doing, might be able to allow him greater strength.

      He started to slide his connection through what she did. He had to work carefully, weaving through, trying not to nudge it too much. And as he focused, he felt that power flowing.

      “This might be the first time I can feel you concentrating,” Tara said, looking at him. “It’s strange. It’s all I can feel how you are sending that sliding through.”

      “Because I have to be careful,” he said. “I’ve been trying to weave this into your pattern, but I can also tell that if I push the pattern too hard, it’s going to fail.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Are you able to hold on to it?”

      “I’m holding it, aren’t I?”

      “You are, but I’m worried that it’s going to become too much for you to keep holding on to.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” she said, clenching her jaw again. “I’m managing. For now. At some point, though, I worry that I’m not going to hold on to it the way I want to. I hope that you can keep working here, Sam.”

      He could feel his strength starting to fade. These days, ever since the dam had been placed, it was a strange weakness, but the weakness seemed to come not only from his use of the source but also how he was drawing upon it constantly, trying to pull on that power so that he could let it flow.

      And he had to believe that he needed to do it this way, had to believe that if he didn’t hold on to it in this fashion, he would lose his eyesight. But maybe that was what was holding him back.

      Sam focused on his connection to the source, and when he did, he could feel how it was diffusing out through him. He pulled it back.

      When he did, everything dimmed.

      Everything around him blurred before finally going black.

      He resisted the urge to react, and given what he’d gone through with his eyesight before, there was an extreme temptation to try to push that power back through him, to hold on to whatever he might be able to draw upon so that he wouldn’t end up blind. He had lived that way for long enough, and when he had regained his eyesight, it had been a relief, but perhaps that relief was misguided.

      Even with the darkness, he could still see Tara’s arcane arts glowing in front of him. Sam had more strength with the source, and more control as well. He started to weave it through, and then completed it, latching it together, and felt her pattern strengthen.

      “Now it’s your turn,” he said.

      “What did you do? I felt something change.”

      “I stopped using the source on myself.”

      Tara’s eyes widened. “You sure you want to do that?”

      “I think in order for this to work, I needed to try to draw upon as much as I can,” Sam said. “And though I’m holding on to it, I have to believe I have enough time.”

      That was what he believed, at least. And if it were true, if it held out, he thought it might be strong enough. If it didn’t . . . then he didn’t know what he was going to have to do. He wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to regain his eyesight.

      He continued to hold on to his connection to the source. Then he could feel Tara lowering that energy onto him. He could feel the way that was working and how that was flowing down, pressing through him.

      And he could feel how it had begun to slow. That was what he needed to manage, after all. It pressed down and started to squeeze.

      “Not there,” he said.

      “Not where?”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said. “I can feel where you’re lowering your pattern. And it doesn’t need to be there. There’s another place.” He shifted it. It was a strange sensation to be aware of, and stranger still that he was able to guide that healing pattern, but as he did, he could feel how it shifted over his mind, through him, until it reached that strange constriction over the source. He left it there.

      And then he turned to Tara. “Can you feel anything? This is where you have to do it,” he said.

      “I can try,” she said. “But I told you, this might hurt.”

      “But if it works . . .”

      She pressed.

      The only way that he could think of to describe it was as a knife that carved through that strange barricade within his mind. Within his access to the source. It sliced, carving against that barricade. As she continued to push on it, pain surged through him.

      He cried out.

      “I’m sorry, Sam,” she said.

      “Keep trying,” he said, wincing.

      “I don’t know that you want me to keep trying with this. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I can feel what you’re doing.”

      “What if I make it worse?”

      “Then I have to trust you.”

      “Great,” Tara said. “No pressure on me or anything.”

      She continued to carve through that dam. But as she did, Sam began to feel something. It was a hot energy, something different than the pain, and this one was familiar. He had felt that hot energy before, along with the raging power that stood behind it.

      It was the source. It was the full force of it. And it was there, pressing down, trying to overpower the barricade in his mind, trying to push through.

      “Harder,” Sam said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “You need to push harder,” Sam said. “I can feel what you’re doing and how close it is. I need you to push.”

      “What happens if it cuts through?”

      “Once you cut through, I think I might actually be able to reach for the source.”

      “But you already can reach for the source.”

      “I can feel it flowing,” he said.

      “Sam . . .”

      “Just keep going,” he said.

      He was unable to say much more than that. He could feel the pain, the burning, the energy in the back of his mind, and didn’t know if there was anything more that he was unable to do. He struggled with it, struggled with pain, struggled with the agony that was there, but he also knew that he needed to withstand it.

      She sliced that energy through, carving through the back of his mind, through the aspect of him that was disconnected from the source. He could feel that, and yet even as she carved at it, he wasn’t sure that he was strong enough. He wasn’t sure that it was going to work for him. He could feel that energy there, sensing the way it was pressing against him, but he was also all too aware of how that energy was lingering in the back of his mind, energy that was working against him, which made it difficult for him to do much.

      But he had to. He knew that he had to.

      And in doing so, he felt that power pressing in him.

      It was like a dam. And she had punctured the dam enough that he could feel it flowing, could feel the way that was building, and could embrace the energy that was hiding in the back of his mind. All he needed to do was to find some way to push through it, and then he could overpower it.

      “I can’t control it,” she said. “I want to, but . . .”

      The energy was still there, and he could feel her power bulging against him. He could feel the way that she’d carved through his mind, and though there was pain, considerable pain even, he also could feel that he might be able to use that in a different way.

      Her connection began to falter.

      He focused, trying to use that, trying to draw upon it and wanting nothing more than a hold so that he could feel it in his mind again, feel it flowing, feel that energy that was there. He wanted to try to find it there.

      But it faded. Sam could feel the bulging against the back of his mind and could feel the way that she was pressing it, but it wasn’t going to be enough.

      She stumbled.

      And as that began to fade, he strained, trying to find some way to get through it, trying to understand if there was going to be something he might be able to do, but it didn’t work for him the way that it needed to. It didn’t work at all.

      And he struggled, holding for a moment, trying to find a way to capture that power, trying to push against it, trying to find some way for him to let that energy flow through his mind, but it didn’t work.

      He staggered back.

      As he did, he could feel that power starting to squeeze back against him again, and he pushed it out through him until his eyesight began to return. He blinked, letting his vision clear just enough that he could see everything around him, but even that was still hazy. The connection to the source was still there, but it wasn’t nearly enough for him.

      “I’m sorry,” Tara said.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I thought I might be able to cut through it. I could actually feel it. Maybe if we try again, I might be able to do it next time.”

      “We can try again,” she said.

      He turned away from her, looking at the lanterns and wondering if there might be a time when he would be able to reach for that again.

      If he couldn’t, and if Lilith didn’t come for them, he wasn’t sure that they were going to be able to find a way out of the middle of nowhere.
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      Sam sat in the center of the lanterns. There was no real point in him doing so, especially as he couldn’t act with them, but he felt comforted by the energy around him, even if he couldn’t use it.

      Tara had moved from lantern to lantern, stopping at each one and running her hand along the surface of them, as if she could sweep across them and try to find some way to break free. He didn’t think that she would be able to do that either. That didn’t keep her from testing the lanterns.

      At one point she stopped, looked up, and tried to use her connection to the arcane arts to send a sweeping burst of power around her, but then it faded.

      “I don’t think it’s going to work for you that way,” he said.

      “I can try. I feel like I should be able to reach it.”

      “I felt the same way.

      She glanced over and then laughed. “I’m sorry that I’m not able to.”

      “I don’t think you can connect to the lanterns. They’re a connection of alchemy, and they require the source in order for that to work.”

      “We don’t know that they absolutely require the source,” Tara said. “We just know that you think they do. We know that you believe there is something to it, something that involves you drawing upon that.”

      “We know that the lanterns have always worked for those who have access to the source,” Sam said. “It’s not about the arcane arts.”

      “But we don’t know if it couldn’t be about the arcane arts, right?”

      “I suppose not,” he said.

      “And if it can, why shouldn’t I be the one who can make it work?”

      “Maybe you should be able to do it,” he said.

      And so she set to work on it. He sat back and focused on his own connection to the source. Sam delved into his connection, and though he could feel that faint energy, he wasn’t able to do anything with it. He was thankful he could still see. His greatest fear was that the connection to the source would’ve faded completely, and he wouldn’t be able to see anything. That he still could see even a little bit, however faint the light around him might be, reassured him. He was left thinking that he wouldn’t be blind indefinitely.

      Tara looked up, having stopped on the lanterns, and rested her hand on her head, pausing briefly as she did. She stared for a moment before looking back at him.

      “I can feel something from this one,” she said.

      “What do you feel?”

      “I don’t know. It seems warm. They haven’t been warm before now, so it suggests to me that something has changed with the lanterns.”

      Sam didn’t care for that possibility. The idea that something might cause a change in the lanterns just meant there might be some reason to be worried about them, something that would cause the lanterns to be damaged—or worse, accessed by someone else.

      There was the possibility that somebody else was coming. They still had to worry about the possibility of the Nighlan, though so far, the Nighlan had not revealed themselves. Sam worried about what would happen if they were to suddenly appear, and he wondered what they might be able to do, if anything. He didn’t know if there would be any way for them to oppose the danger of the Nighlan with just himself and Tara.

      “Test the other ones,” he said, stirring off of the ground and focusing on his connection to the source.

      “Why?”

      “The lanterns only change when they’re used,” he said.

      Her eyes widened slightly. “And you think that we have been somehow influenced?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “All I know is that there might be something coming.”

      Tara hurried over to the next lantern, crouching down in front of it. The night had turned dark, and there was a hint of a haze in the air with a distinct chill. He hadn’t given much thought to the fact that they were isolated here, but if they were stuck here for too much longer, he started to question whether they would find enough food to eat, enough water to drink, or if they would end up getting attacked.

      He hadn’t even considered that before, but perhaps he should have.

      He looked over to Tara and watched her as she moved from place to place, testing each of the lanterns, such as they were.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “They are all a little warm, though I can’t really tell what to make of any of them.”

      He joined her and looked out into the night.

      He’d been so caught up in the idea that the Nighlan might come through, or that Lilith might come for them, that he hadn’t paid any attention to the possibility of the real danger befalling them or that they might end up trapped here. No one would know how to find them. Not Havash, as he didn’t have any way of connecting to the lanterns, and not Joiner, as he had been abducted by the Nighlan.

      They could die out here.

      For everything he had learned, everything that the Academy had taught him—and Tara—it might not be enough. It may not even matter. Not in a place like this, a place where his ability, and hers, would not matter whatsoever.

      “What is it?” Tara asked, looking up at him as she crouched down next to one of the other lanterns. “You have this look on your face. It’s like . . . Well, I’m not exactly sure what it’s like, only that you seem bothered.”

      “I was just thinking about what we know of this,” he said. “And I was thinking about what might happen if nothing comes through, and if we aren’t able to get back.”

      Tara straightened up and began to run her hands over the fabric of her jacket. “Food. Water.” She caught her breath. “You’re probably going to tell me it’s no big deal. That you spent a lot of your days going hungry.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” he said. “We can go a few days without food, but not without water. I don’t know what the limits might be, but I am certain we won’t be able to withstand it for too long.”

      She made her way over to the other lantern, then paused, crouching down next to another one. “They seem to be getting warmer. Now, I don’t know if that’s just my imagination or not, but what if it means that somebody’s going to come through here?”

      “How would they know to find us?” he asked, then paused. “There isn’t any way of tracking someone through the lanterns, at least not that I know of.”

      “But then again, you don’t know of any way of influencing somebody using the lanterns, either.”

      “I suppose that’s true enough,” he said.

      “This is Rasan Tel we’re talking about after all, and he has proven that he has an understanding of these conduits that’s greater than any of the other alchemists.”

      Sam had seen it. He had felt it. He knew that Rasan Tel was far more powerful.

      “We could start trying to see what we might find, but . . .”

      Tara stepped away from the nearest lantern. Sam looked down at it.

      He understood why she had moved. A faint, steady, greenish haze emanated from the lantern. It was building, and as that haze continued to press upward, he could feel a faint pressure beginning to come with it.

      He grabbed Tara by the hand and dragged her with him.

      “What is that?” she whispered.

      “That’s someone coming through here,” he said.

      “Maybe it’s Lilith,” she said.

      He could tell from the way she had said it that she wasn’t completely convinced, nor was she excited about that prospect. But Lilith meant escape, and Lilith meant that they might be able to break free.

      “Then we can watch from a distance.” He motioned toward the ridgeline, and they went scurrying toward the back. With the darkness, he wasn’t able to see much of anything and wasn’t entirely sure if that was just his weakness with the source, or if that was simply the true depth of the darkness that surrounded him, making it so that he wasn’t able to see much.

      He could feel it building, though. The haze began to emanate from the lanterns, creating a cloud that solidified inside of the circle, but it didn’t spread anywhere else. And as it continued to build, he watched.

      Sam crouched down, getting flat on the stone. Next to him, Tara began to glow brightly with the power of the arcane arts, energy that was building within her. He would feel that energy from her, but he wasn’t entirely sure if she was creating an angulation, or if she was simply holding on to her connection for the possibility that she might need to.

      As they flattened themselves out along the stone, Sam began to focus on his own connection to the source. That thin connection was weaker than it had been before, a much narrower band than it had been the last time that he had attempted to grab for it.

      If they had more time, he might’ve asked Tara to try to knife through the dam in his mind once again, but they didn’t have that time, and he wasn’t sure he would be able to withstand the pain, anyway.

      The haze formed a solid entity.

      And then it cleared. As it lifted, Sam watched, unsure what might come through. There were five figures standing in the clearing.

      Not one of them was Lilith.

      Tara stiffened, and her angular pattern began to build, the power within her starting to shift. He tried to squeeze her hand, not wanting for her to unleash her power. They didn’t need to reveal their presence. For now, they had the advantage. These beings didn’t know that they were there.

      “Keep looking,” one of the voices said. The voice was familiar. Had it been one of the attackers who had come into the apothecary shop?

      He couldn’t tell from here. The only thing that he could tell was that there were five figures, and all of them were fanning out, moving away from the clearing.

      They were heading in their direction.

      “Sam,” Tara whispered. “I want you to slip down the rocks. I’m going to—”

      “We need to stay together,” he said. “I don’t think that it makes any sense for us to separate here.”

      “But I don’t want anything to happen to you,” she said.

      “And I don’t want anything to happen to you. Besides, if we stay together, I can at least add my own connection to the source to what you do. And that might be enough.” He wasn’t entirely sure if that would even work or not, but it seemed to him that if they had any hope of trying to stop the Nighlan, they were going to have to work together. His thin connection to the source might be enough to turn the tide, especially when it came to Tara using one of her more powerful angulation patterns.

      They watched, staying back, and when one of the Nighlan started toward them, he and Tara shifted as quietly as they could along the stone, creeping back. Neither of them said anything, though there wasn’t anything for either of them to say.

      They crawled down the ridgeline, getting out of view of the lanterns.

      “Any suggestions?” she whispered.

      “Well, we climb down,” he said. “I think that’s about the best we can hope for.”

      “I don’t know that getting down is going to get us anywhere,” she said. “Other than farther away from the lanterns.”

      “Lanterns we can’t use,” he said.

      “Not yet,” she said. “But if we give it time, you should be able to do so.”

      “We know that’s not true,” he said. “We—”

      “I hear something over here,” somebody said.

      Sam raised a finger to his lips, and he and Tara began to climb down, working their way down the rock wall. It was a steep climb but surprisingly easier than he thought it would be, especially given that they were trying to do it in the dark and were unable to see much of anything.

      Tara kept close to him, and he followed what he could see of her angulated pattern, watching her as she used it and realizing what she was doing. It was a camouflage pattern. They had used that one before, and in the past, it had worked, but it was still not perfect.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know if this is going to keep them from seeing us, but I have to believe that it might.”

      “If anyone can do it, it would be you,” he said.

      She held herself in place.

      It was possible to use that camouflaging pattern while moving, but it was far more complex. It was easier for them to do it without moving, easier for her to stay in place. Sam didn’t even want to add anything to this pattern. He might have been able to weave a strand through it, but it wasn’t going to make it any better. And he couldn’t nudge anything with this pattern. She was incredibly precise with how she laid out the pattern, so that there was no purpose in him trying to do anything more than what she had already done.

      He had to rely upon Tara. He had to rely upon the fact that she knew what she was doing, and that she could keep them safe. They continued to wait there.

      “I could’ve sworn I heard something,” a voice said about them.

      “Keep looking,” one of the others said.

      “There’s nothing down here but rocks,” came the voice of another.

      “The lanterns were active,” the first one said. “And we could tell that something came through here. That’s what we need to follow.”

      They could tell that the lanterns had activated. Which meant that if Sam could learn that same trick, it might be useful.

      “We don’t know that they stopped here.”

      “He’s weakened. You won’t be able to do anything. That’s what we were told.”

      Had it not been an accident? Sam had been working on the assumption that his separation from the source had been unintentional. A part of the attack, yes, but an unintentional and accidental side effect of the Nighlan and Joiner battling. But if Rasan Tel had targeted him, he could easily extrapolate why.

      Weaken Sam. Steel the vrandal. Destroy it.

      That would free him from his prison.

      And then the Nighlan would be free to spread.

      They stayed motionless. He kept waiting, thinking that something was going to climb down the stone, that they might discover them, but nobody did.

      Eventually, the sound of the voices began to drift away, leaving him and Tara alone.

      He let out a heavy sigh and looked over to her. “Now what?”

      “I think we have to find someplace else. I can hold us here, but eventually I’d need to rest.”

      “And we can’t stay here,” he said.

      They started down. Every so often they would pause, looking up, as if waiting for another attack, or for the Nighlan to discover them. There had been no sense of the source being used again, no sense of the lanterns having been activated, though Sam wasn’t entirely sure that he would even know. It was possible he wouldn’t be able to feel anything.

      They had been descending for the better part of an hour when Tara motioned for something. They had been careful. They learned that their voices carried more than they thought here. It was all too easy for the others to hear their words echoing off the rock, bouncing off the canyon walls. They had to be cautious.

      “What is it?” he asked as he got closer to her.

      “A cave,” she said.

      “What kind of the cave?”

      “I don’t know. At this point, it doesn’t really matter, does it? It’s a place we can secure, and we should be able to stay for the night. At least, as long as we need to.”

      They hurried over to it, and once inside he looked around. He couldn’t see much. Everything was dark. Tara left him near the opening of the cave, and she ventured deeper, her hands raised, glowing with the arcane arts, but there was something else she was doing, creating a pattern of light that hovered in front of her.

      She was scouting the cave. Sam hated that he wasn’t able to help her with this. Hated that she had to do this without him. But he wouldn’t be much use. It took everything that he had of the source to hold on to what he was doing already. There wasn’t much more strength within him, and certainly not enough for him to be able to fight if it came down to it.

      Finally, Tara returned, and the only thing glowing was her with the arcane arts. “I don’t see anything,” she said. “But there might be something back there. We can look at it together, if you want, but I’d like to create a protection over the entrance of the cave first.”

      “I think that’s for the best,” Sam said.

      “I might need your help,” she said, looking over to him. “That is, if you think you are up for it.”

      “I hope I am,” he said.

      And there was one way he thought that he might be able to help, but it involved him drawing upon a different kind of power and sacrificing another. He wasn’t entirely sure that he wanted to do that, but he also didn’t know if he could. He felt as if he had to try.

      She created a latticework of angulated power that she layered over the entrance to the cave and tried to anchor into the stone. It was difficult to tie off power like that. He didn’t know the trick of it with the arcane arts, as that was different than his use the source. Sam again took his thin strand of the source and started to weave it into what she was using, trying to find that power, adding more and more of it up and through her pattern, trying to augment about as much as he could. He could feel the way that it started to link into that barricade, sensing the way it took hold. It was strong enough, but he wasn’t sure it would protect them if there was a determined Nighlan coming at them.

      When he was done, he leaned back. It had required that he release his connection to the source that allowed him to see, and as he pushed that connection to the source back through himself, letting that power fill him, it did so slowly, easing back out through him, allowing him to see the hazy light all around once more.

      Tara took his hand, squeezing.

      “It’s not going to hold if they try to fight their way in,” he said.

      “It just has to be enough to give us a warning. And hopefully they won’t detect what we did.”

      “Well, I didn’t do anything that would be strong enough for them to detect, so I suppose there’s that.”

      She looked over, and then she started laughing. “You know, maybe that is an advantage. You should rest. I will take the first watch.”
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      Sam didn’t know how long he’d been sleeping. He had dreamt of the Barlands. As he often did when dreaming of the place, there were storms, rains, and these days there was an energy that he was able to feel and see. He wasn’t entirely sure how much of it was a dream and how much of it was his awareness of the actual Barlands, though he didn’t recall anything quite like this even when he’d been there before.

      He came awake slowly and took in a deep breath, thankful that it seemed as if his connection to the source had gradually restored itself. It was stronger than it had been before, though that might only have been his imagination. Maybe her trying to cut through it, and him trying to force his way through that dam had allowed him to push beyond what he had done before.

      Tara glanced over to him. “How are you feeling?”

      “I suppose a little bit better,” he said. “I’m not as tired. I can still feel the source, and I can see better than I did before I rested.”

      “I could tell that it was draining you,” she said. “I wish I could help you more.”

      “We need to get to the Barlands,” he said. “If his plan is to get the vrandal, I need to be strong enough to protect it. I’m going to need full access to the source to defend us—me—from him.”

      “I don’t think we should be worried so much about that right now,” she said. “I’m starting to think that you were right.” She turned, facing the entrance of the cave. “What happens if we can’t get out of here? We don’t even know where we are. We don’t know which way to start going. So we don’t know if there is anything that we need to worry about here. Are we still in Olway, or did we go somewhere else? And if we are, how are we going to get enough food or water or rest for us to get anywhere from here?”

      “All good questions,” Sam said. He shifted, looking out of the cave. “Have you sensed anything? Anything that would suggest that the Nighlan have tried to move?”

      “There hasn’t been anything. I haven’t even seen anything, though it is still late, and I don’t know if I would even notice.”

      “I don’t either. I’m not even sure if I could feel anything if they were to use the lanterns and leave us.”

      “Which is my concern, too,” she said. “Here we are, worried that we have to be careful, but we might not need to be. It might not even matter.”

      He leaned toward Tara. “When you were trying to heal me before, I felt the energy beginning to separate something, and I thought that I was close to peeling away some of that. If I could, I wonder if I might be able to blast through the dam that’s blocking off my access to the source.” He looked over to her. “I don’t exactly know if it’s going to work that way or not, especially since when I was tried to do it before I could feel the pressure of the source pushing upon where you had carved through the dam, but it didn’t flow. It’s like the dam healed itself.”

      “What if the dam is made of the source?”

      “Well, it could be,” he said.

      “And if it is, you might not be able to do anything to strip away that.”

      “Not without tapping into the source.”

      “Have you considered trying to reach for it another way?”

      “Such as?”

      She turned, resting one hand on his leg. It was comforting, which Sam needed right about now. “I’m thinking that you are accustomed to feeling that source flowing, aren’t you?” When he nodded, she pressed her lips together, wrinkling her brow in concentration the way she often did while trying to work through a puzzle. “That’s what I thought. And if that’s how you reach for it, then I can’t help but wonder if maybe you might be able to try to push from the other side.”

      “The other side of the dam?”

      “Right. You’re trying to catch it as it flows through, but what happens if you were to push on the other side to force the source through it. I don’t know if it’s going to work, but it seems to me that it can’t hurt to try.”

      “Maybe not,” he said. “I don’t know if it will make a difference. I don’t have access to using the source in that way and don’t know that I can even feel it from the other side of it.”

      “Well, then I had another thought. This one is a little bit different, and you’re going to have to bear with me a little bit. I know that it’s going to sound strange, but what happens if as you push, you start to feel the source coming up and around the dam?”

      “You mean that I would split it with the dam?”

      “Again, first you have to push on it, and if it doesn’t go through the dam, what if it goes around it?”

      “You’re talking like this is an actual physical dam.”

      “It’s something,” Tara said. She turned to him and reached out, running her hand along his cheek. It was comforting, but it was also clinical in a certain way. She flared with the arcane arts, and he saw her pattern of angulation that she formed, using it as she started to probe him, though she didn’t probe him very hard. “I could feel it, Sam. When I was working, trying to feel for what happened to you, I could feel that there was something there. I don’t know what it was. I don’t know if it was real or not, but whatever was there did block me from trying to reach past it, keeping me from attempting to rip it off.”

      “Since I won’t be able to push through it, you want me to try to push around it?”

      “First you have to see if you can push on it, but yes. The idea seems sound. Then again, the way that you access the source is so much different than what I do with the arcane arts that I don’t really know if it makes a difference. But when I draw upon the arcane arts, I do tend to push it out. That’s how we angulate power after all. We have to feel it, and then we push it out. Think about the tenets.”

      He smiled to himself. He hadn’t given much thought to the tenets lately. They were applicable when he was studying angulation in his classes, but ever since he’d passed the most recent tests, there had been no need for him to focus on that, especially as he was never going to need to remember the tenets of angulation. That simply was not what mattered for him. And even if he were somehow going to be able to use them, he was never going to draw upon the arcane arts. His connection to power was so vastly different than hers, but it made a little sense to him.

      “I can try,” he said.

      She smiled at him and nodded. He sat back. He did feel better, and so maybe now was better time for him to try to push on the power, see if he might be able to squeeze the source out around the barricade to see if there would be any way for him to draw upon that in a different way. And if it worked, either he would push through that dam, or maybe he could push around it. Either way, he thought that he would benefit. If he could push through the dam, he would have access to the full strength of his connection to the source again. Or as much as he could push outward. And if that didn’t work, and he was able to push around the dam, then he would have a second access point, a split stream as it were.

      He focused. It felt different trying to reach for the source in this way. He was trying to find it within himself and trying to push down upon it, like squeezing water out of saturated fabric. But as he focused on it, he could feel the way that it buried deep within him, and he began to focus, squeezing, and then he was aware of it. It bulged.

      It was the only way that he could describe it. It started to swell deep within him, and the power began to bulge upward, so that as he continued to squeeze and push, he could feel that power.

      “Is it working?”

      “I’m pushing against the dam,” he said. “I can feel it. Can you try your healing?”

      “Sam, you know how that’s going to feel.”

      “I know how that’s going to feel, but I want to try it so I can see if I can cut it. If you can, then maybe I can blast through this dam.” He had no idea if this way would work, but he had to try, and increasingly he felt as if this was the only way that was going to really work for him.

      Tara watched him, waiting, and then she shrugged.

      She formed a different angulation pattern and layered it on top of him. He felt it as a cool wave, and it swept downward, through him, in a way that struck him as almost painful, but not quite.

      At least, not at first.

      But then she began to press more.

      And as she did, that power continued to build, washing through him, and it struck at the dam. He wasn’t surprised that she could feel it. She had already attempted to work on it before, so she would know how to target it, but the quick way that she reached it and how she forced herself upon it struck him as almost overwhelming.

      And then the knife of heat and pain began to surge.

      He cried out. He stifled it quickly, realizing that he should not make any noise here, not wanting to draw attention to their presence, but he could not fight back the initial pain.

      Tara squeezed his hand, but Sam tried to keep  control, trying to focus on that pain, trying to ignore everything within him, and let the knife of heat work through him, blasting as it did into the dam that blocked him.

      “How are you?”

      “Keep going,” he said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Keep going.”

      She stabbed forward with her pattern. There was nothing subtle about it. It was a blade of power, and as she slashed into him, her blade diving into that dam, that energy working through him, he could feel it slicing, but he could also feel the bulging of power of the source that he could squeeze. He thought that between what he could do, and what she was doing, they might be able to meet in the middle.

      He pressed as hard as he could. As he did, he could feel the bulging once again.

      “Are we getting close?”

      “Keep going,” Sam managed to get out.

      He tried to get the words all the way out, tried to speak, but it was painful. Everything within him seemed to hurt, and it started in his mind, moving down through his entire being.

      She shoved harder, driving with her connection to her arcane arts, slicing through that dam, but it was not strong enough. She continued to push, and he continued to push, and he kept waiting, thinking that between the two of them, one had to break free of this dam. They had to find some way of getting past the barrier, but it continued to resist.

      What had Rasan Tel had the Nighlan place on him?

      She shoved again. This time, the burst of power was incredibly painful. He bit back the cry. And she withdrew.

      “No,” he said.

      “I can’t do this to you, Sam.”

      “Please,” he whispered.

      It was all he could say, and yet even as she squeezed that power out, he did not know if he would be able to push past it.

      He had to have more strength. The only way that he could think of doing that was to release his ability to see, to summon all of his connection to the source back to him, and so he did, drawing it back in. Everything around him faded except for Tara’s control over the arcane arts. With that, he felt the surge of power, a burst of energy, and then he began to let it fill him. He felt that energy explode through him.

      Sam pushed.

      Tara pushed.

      But it wasn’t enough. He was aware that it wasn’t. He could feel that. He sensed the way that it was pushing against him and how that energy fought him.

      He tried one more time and shoved as much of his energy through him as he could. He cried out again, the pain overwhelming him. An involuntary scream escaped his lips before he clamped down, biting back the pain.

      But it still didn’t work. Everything that he tried failed. As he tried to summon the power within him, he could not drive enough energy through him to overwhelm that dam.

      And the pain finally became unbearable. Sam blacked out.
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      When he came around, Sam opened his eyes to see Tara sitting over him. She was holding on to the arcane arts, glowing softly, and she was forming a pattern of healing angulation that she swept through him. When he sat up, she let out a relieved sigh. He focused on his connection to the source and tried to feel for some aspect of that power, but it wasn’t coming to him in a way that he wanted. There was a weakness to him that hadn’t been there before, and though Sam could still feel that faint strand of the arcane arts, he wasn’t able to draw upon it the way that he needed to. He struggled, straining, but didn’t want to release that completely, either.

      Tara reached over toward him, squeezing his hand. “Try to relax,” she said.

      “I’m trying,” he said.

      “I can feel you doing something,” she went on. “I’m not exactly sure what it is, only that there is this strange sort of pressure.”

      “Is it the pressure within me, or is it something that I’m doing?”

      “I think it’s within you.” She frowned, and as she looked over to him, she shook her head. “But I don’t know. It might just be pressure. Anyway, I think you need to relax.”

      He looked at her, then, glanced out toward the entrance of the cave, wondering how much time had gone by.

      “It was only a little while,” Tara said. “I thought maybe you would sleep longer, as I think you need it, but you weren’t very restive.”

      “It didn’t feel very restive,” he said.

      “I suppose not. You cried out pretty loud before you passed out.”

      The pain had been tremendous. Sam couldn’t help but remember it and notice how badly that had stuck with him, though he also didn’t know whether he had succeeded in his attempt. All he had wanted to do was to try to find some way to push through what he had felt, and as he felt the pressure over his mind, over that energy in his head, he couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be some way for him to squeeze past that. Still, despite attempting, he hadn’t been able to.

      “I felt the barrier,” he said. “I could feel it pressing through me, bulging, but I couldn’t get past it.”

      “Then we need to try something else.”

      He wasn’t sure of it was going to work. Something else may not matter. Something else might not give him the reprieve that he needed. Something else might not have changed anything.

      But he didn’t say that.

      Tara seemed determined, believing that all it would take would be for him to find some way to get past that barricade, and that was the way it truly felt. Not some dam that was holding back the source from him. This was a true barricade, something that absolutely restricted him and kept him from reaching for the power that he tried to grasp.

      He shifted, sitting up, and then swallowed. His mouth was dry. Everything within him felt achy and sore.

      “I feel like I did after we dealt with the Nighlan the very first time,” he said. “Do you remember that?”

      She squeezed his hand again, resting her head on his shoulder. “I remember that I couldn’t believe that we were dealing with that threat. You know, my time at the Academy was a whole lot easier before you appeared.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It was a lot more boring, as well. And I don’t know that I would have ever really learned some of what I have were it not for you.”

      “There are lessons I sometimes wish we wouldn’t have had to learn.”

      “But they are lessons that we needed to learn. I just think of what I wouldn’t have known otherwise. How much about the arcane arts, and angulation, would I have never mastered were it not for you?”

      “I don’t know. You probably would’ve come along and figured out most of it.”

      “Maybe,” Tara said. She smiled. “I was the top student in my class.”

      “And probably the only one who’s ever graduated early like this.”

      “There is that. But now I’m going to be trapped here.”

      Sam sighed. “I’m not going to let you be trapped here.”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything that you can do about it, Sam. The lanterns don’t work for the arcane arts, and you don’t have enough of a connection to the source to do much with them. We only have a limited time before we are truly trapped. And though I know that you want to help, and that you will do anything that you can to get us out of here, I just don’t know if it’s going to be enough.”

      He closed his eyes. He focused on what he could feel of the source. It had worked for him to push through it before. He hadn’t done anything other than trying to push, but at that time, he had tried to push through the barrier.

      Tara had suggested an alternative. And it was one that he hadn’t tried, but he couldn’t help but think it might actually work. What if he tried to push around it? It would be splitting, and he had no idea if it would be strong enough, but he had to try something.

      Sam focused, feeling for the source.

      “Don’t try again,” she said. “I’m not sure that I can stomach doing that to you again.”

      “I’m not going to have you try to carve through it,” he said.

      “Then what are you doing?”

      “I’m going to try your other idea. You suggested that I go around it, so . . . I’m going to go around it.”

      She stayed close to him, holding him, and squeezed his hand. “Let me know if it works.”

      “If it works, I think you’re going to be the first one to know.”

      Sam closed his eyes, and he visualized what he could feel of the source. It wasn’t a matter of letting it flow. This time he pushed it out through him, trying to force it up and around, trying to call to that energy, and letting that power fill him. He had to try, but more than that, that power had to be there. He knew that it was there and knew there was some way for it to be within him.

      He squeezed his eyes shut again and then began to push.

      At first, he could feel the strange barrier bulging against him, that strange energy that he had detected when he had tried to use that before, but the more that he pushed, the more that strange bulging began to fade, and he started to notice that it eased. It wasn’t that he was trying to bulge against it. He was trying to push around it. And as he did, he felt something. It began to seep outward, creeping along the outskirts of that power, and then he felt it.

      The single strand became two.

      “It worked,” he said. He almost lost control, his surprise so significant that he couldn’t focus on anything else, but when he looked over to Tara, he found her peering at him.

      “It worked. I pushed past it, around it, and I can feel the split stream.”

      “It actually worked?”

      He nodded slowly. “It actually worked. Your idea, Tara.”

      “Can you do anything with it?”

      “Other than what?”

      “I don’t know. Can you create one of your almanac patterns?”

      It wouldn’t be as strong as what he had been able to do before, but maybe it didn’t matter. He had access to the source, to two strands. This wasn’t two access points. This was two separate strands, coming from the same access point.

      But as he focused on the answer, he continued to push, and the more that he pushed, the more he began to feel the source flowing around that barricade, and then he tried to control it. It was not straightforward, and as he started to use it in that manner, he could feel that energy pressing through him, an energy that seemed to struggle against him, but the more that he pushed, the easier it was for him to continue to focus. He tried again, focusing again, and squeezed. This time, as he continued to squeeze, he began to feel that strange energy flowing, and he could feel that it was working out and around him. But it was more than just how he felt it, it was something within him, some energy, and it began to work, building, and was rising up within him. He continued pushing, but as he did, he started to wonder if perhaps the single split could become something more.

      He hadn’t given it much thought before, but what if he could take this single split and turn that into a wider split? Not just a single separation, but maybe multiple strands.

      Sam focused on it, trying to separate those strands, trying to feel for that energy, and was distinctly aware of how that energy was flowing through him. It was the source, but it was a different approach to trying to push that power out from him. It was there, and as he sent that squeezing out, Sam detected the power and the way that it flowed, recognizing just what it was that he needed to do with it.

      He continued to squeeze, pressing outward, feeling the source rising up, and then began to overwhelm that barricade in his mind. By pushing around, he could force more power out. And then the two thin strands became something else. They became two somewhat thicker strands.

      It was easy enough for him to use.

      He focused on that, letting that energy build, and then he pushed again.

      The more that he pushed, the more he began to feel that power.

      And then he unleashed it.

      He looked over to Tara. “I’ve got these two strands, and I’m wondering if that’s the secret to what Rasan Tel has done all along.”

      “Splitting the strands?”

      “Exactly,” he said. “Remember what Lilith said? She didn’t know how he was able to reach for so many different access points. I didn’t either. But what if that’s not what he’s doing?”

      He focused, and the more that he did, the easier it was for him to try to push that out, and he could feel for more than just the few strands that were there. He could feel the two thin strands, and then he pushed more out, letting that energy build so that he could push more beyond that.

      “Let’s say he has as many access points as Joiner. That would be what I would consider a significant number. I don’t know that Joiner has split his either. If he has that many access points and yet can somehow divide them, maybe that’s how he has the ability that he does.”

      “Why wouldn’t Joiner have told you?”

      “I asked him once. Joiner didn’t think that the access points could be split. I tried to divide it one other time, but it didn’t work.”

      “And this . . .”

      “If nothing else, this helped me believe that the access point can be split. We can come out of this better, but I have to find a way to fully connect to the source.”

      “Now that I understand how I can push on the source and force it around that barrier, I wonder if I might be able to do something with each separate strand.”

      “You mean take two strands and turn them into four.”

      “And four into sixteen?”

      “Or maybe you start with eight.”

      “Maybe I do,” he said.

      “That doesn’t change how weak that’s going to be.”

      “No,” Sam said. “But if I can push enough of the source out, I think I might be able to draw it out. Perhaps with your help we would be able to activate the lanterns.”

      She sat up. “That’s what you’ve been getting at.”

      “I need five strands to activate the lanterns, but with what happened the last time, we need at least another strand, maybe two, in order to defend against what Rasan Tel might do while using the conduit.”

      “Will that be enough?”

      “With your help, I think that it will be. I can weave those additional strands into whatever arcane arts pattern you form, and that should shield us.”

      “You’re assuming quite a lot here, Sam.”

      “Well, it’s the only possibility we have.”

      “Then get to practicing.”

      He glanced over and grinned at her. “I might need your help.”

      “I thought you could split this on your own.”

      “I don’t know that I can. I might need your help to draw the source out of me.”

      “It sounds like you’re trying to get me to do something else,” Tara said, smiling at him.

      He felt a giddy sort of relief at the idea that something might work. He had no idea if it actually would, but he was determined to try and determined to work at it. And in this case, he wasn’t sure that it would make much of a difference. He had to get at least six strands. The way that he saw it, he had to find a way of splitting the two and then splitting more. Sam wasn’t sure if he had the necessary focus, but what did they have other than time?

      As long as the Nighlan didn’t attack, they should be safe.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “I think that you can continue to push,” he said. “See what you can do.”

      Tara watched him. “Or maybe you need to guide me pushing,” she suggested. “You are the one who understands what’s going on, and you are also the one who can direct this. If you can help, and you can push it, then it might be enough to drive that through us, so that I can help you.”

      “It might be.”

      He waited for her to form her weave of angulated pattern, and then he let that flow toward him and then through him. As it did, he looped one of the strands through hers, binding it up, and continued to feel that energy. He tried to draw upon that so that he could use it, even though he wasn’t sure he had enough strength with what he had drawn. He needed to use her connection.

      She couldn’t split her strands, but she didn’t need to. She could create multiple strands. The source worked differently than the arcane arts, but . . .

      He paused.

      “You said that you push the arcane arts through you.”

      “It’s not so much that I push it as I draw it out,” she said. “That’s how I form an angulation. You draw it out, and then you form that angle, and from there . . .” She shrugged. “From there, it’s a pattern that I need to make.”

      “I see. What if I do something similar?”

      “With the source?”

      “There has to be some similarity. I’m not exactly sure what it is, but there has to be some aspect of it that is similar enough that it would work.”

      “You want to try to model your patterns after the arcane arts?”

      “Not quite yet, but it does give me an idea,” he said.

      He sat and focused, using her connection to the arcane arts, looping his second strand through it, and then pushing. When he did, he focused on the other strand, the one flowing on the opposite side of the barricade, and wondered how he was going to separate it. The answer came with what had happened to him already.

      He needed to form another dam.

      This one had to be temporary, and he had to be able to remove it, but as he focused, squeezing that down, he could feel that dam forming and squeezed it all the way through him, until he split the strand.

      He smiled, looking over to Tara. “It worked.”

      “It did?”

      “Three strands. Now we need two more.”

      “Well, we got the night to work on it. Why don’t you see how many strands you can reach before morning?”

      He sat down, focusing on the source, and smiled tightly. If this was going to work, he was going to need as much control over it as he could get. He was going to have to use as much as he could figure out, and yet it was more than that. He was going to need to try to keep working at it until he had some answer. That was the only way they were going to get to safety.
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      The morning came all too early. Sam and Tara were both tired, because neither had slept much. Both of them had dozed from time to time, though they hadn’t been able to for very long, both afraid of the possibility that the Nighlan might come for them. And they wanted to work at trying to split the strands as much as Sam could.

      Working with the source in this way was so drastically different than the way he had worked with the source before, and Sam couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be some strange similarity to the arcane arts, if only he could find it. He wasn’t sure what it was, only that he understood that what he detected now and the way that he was using the source now were different than what he had done when he had first started to draw upon it through the vrandal. He hadn’t even been using the vrandal overnight, though he thought that would have to come. It was a crutch, but the more that he worked with the different strands of the source, the more that he thought that he needed that crutch.

      Tara was drifting off next to him, her head resting on his lap. Sam had let her sleep as much as he could. She had been able to push the source out of him, which he thought that he might need, but he had stopped using her connection to the arcane arts as he had connected to the source, wanting to try to draw it out of himself.

      Forming the dams, those barriers that split the source, had proven to be easy once he knew the trick of it. With the source as weakened as it was in this form, it was simply a matter of tamping down. And as he split the strands, they became narrower, the power that flowed from them less than it had been, but with some of the patterns, it wasn’t the strength of the source that mattered so much as it was the complexity of the pattern. He didn’t think that he would be able to overpower someone like Rasan Tel, but now that he had managed to split the single, dammed-up strand of the source into sixteen different strands, he was left thinking that he might be able to handle the Nighlan.

      The only problem was that his strength didn’t last. With him holding on to this, he found that he grew tired quickly. He could push more of the source out, and each time he tried to do so he could feel that source bubbling up within him, and then it spilled out. But he still tried, and he still attempted to do it, resting in between. He figured that it was like a muscle, and the more that he trained it, the easier it would become to use when he needed to.

      At least, that was what Sam told himself. He stared out at the growing daylight.

      He had enough access with the source that he thought he might actually be able to use it against the Nighlan, but even that wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to travel. Use the conduit, get back to the Academy.

      Even that wasn’t the real truth of what he wanted. He wanted to use the conduit, and he wanted to get to the Barlands. That was where he would find the depths of the source. Once he did, he could keep Rasan Tel from redirecting the conduits, summoning enough power to escape from his prison, and protect his vrandal.

      When Sam had been there, he had managed to overpower any resistance that had been within him at that time and knowing what he did now about the source and how to split it, he had to think that he could somehow find a way to lift this barrier.

      But if he couldn’t . . .

      If he couldn’t, it might not matter.

      Sam felt Tara stirring near him, and he brushed her hair off her cheek as she looked up at him, watching him.

      “You aren’t resting?” Tara asked.

      “I can’t,” he said. “I’ve been trying to see how many times I can split the source.”

      “How many now?”

      “I can get sixteen strands.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “When I was drifting off, you’d reached eight. You managed enough control to get to that?”

      “It’s practice,” he said. “And the more that I use it, the easier it becomes for me. It’s strange though. I feel like I’m cheating, and in a certain sense I am. This isn’t what I learned of the source.”

      “But what if this is what Rasan Tel is doing with the source? What if this is how he’s cheating?” She sat up and gawked at him. “You said it, Sam. He has more complex patterns than anybody. But Joiner is incredibly skilled.”

      “His mentor would have been incredibly skilled, too.”

      “Or maybe he just didn’t have a chance to teach him.”

      “Or maybe Rasan Tel can still reach for more access points than I can even imagine reaching,” Sam said. “And if he knows how to do that, plus split the strands, then it seems to me that he would be too much for me.”

      “Why do you think he didn’t teach Lilith?”

      That was a question that Sam had been working over in his mind while she had been resting. Lilith had a dozen access points. More than Sam could even fathom reaching, especially because the source was moving so fast and so furiously that he couldn’t even think of how such a thing would be possible, but it had been.

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “It has to be tied to him trying to hold something back from her, or maybe he doesn’t even know what he’s doing.”

      She arched a brow at him. “This is someone who understands the conduits in a way that no one else does. He understands the source in a way that no one else does. Are you really trying to tell me that he doesn’t understand how he’s accessing the source?”

      “It does sound ridiculous, doesn’t it?”

      “More than ridiculous,” she said. “But maybe he didn’t want her to learn enough to challenge him. That, unfortunately, doesn’t sound too ridiculous. Even Joiner might have held back information from you for the same sort of reason.”

      “I don’t think Joiner was trying to hold anything back for me. I would’ve known. I could feel him reaching for the source, and I could feel the different access points.”

      “What if he was just splitting them?”

      Sam didn’t have that feeling from Joiner. He didn’t think that his mentor was trying to keep anything from him, but there was the possibility that he simply didn’t know, the possibility that Joiner might have been trying to keep things from him, and if so, Sam wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it anyway.

      But Joiner hadn’t been able to do anything about it, either.

      “I’ve been wondering how long we should wait.”

      “Why?”

      “Eventually, we’re going to have to decide when to head back. Or at least, to head back up. I don’t want to face the Nighlan, but I also don’t want to stay here for too long.”

      “When we head back, where do you intend to take us?”

      “Wherever the lanterns let me,” Sam said. “I’m not convinced they’re going to take us all the way to the Barlands. Not from here. But they might bring me to the Academy.” He had no idea if he could use the conduit to get anywhere other than the Academy safely. He didn’t think that Rasan Tel could influence him returning all the way there, at least not if he were able to weave bands of protective power through it, but there was the possibility that he could get to the Barlands.

      Unless Rasan Tel didn’t want him to reach the Barlands. That was the other possibility that Sam had, the one that he had been trying to consider the longest. It fit with what he knew, especially as what he knew of the power that was available for him in the Barlands.

      “Where do you prefer to go?” Tara asked.

      He smiled tightly. “I think you know where I would prefer to go.”

      “I think I do too, but do you think that makes sense?”

      It didn’t make a lot of sense to Sam to stay here, but he also didn’t know if made a lot of sense for him to try to go to the Barlands. The Barlands were a dangerous place, and especially so if Rasan Tel intended to try to keep them from reaching it. Sam wanted to get there, mostly because he wanted to know if the Barlands would grant him a greater access to the source, but he didn’t know if it made any sort of difference.

      Tara watched him. “I can see your mind churning,” she said.

      “I’m just trying to come up with a plan,” he said. “But after what happened here, I can’t help but think that returning to the Academy is the most sensible thing for us to do.”

      She breathed out heavily. “Good. I thought that you were going to try to force us to go to the Barlands. Without you at full strength, I don’t even know if that makes any sense.”

      “But I think I need to go there to return to full strength, if that makes any sort of sense.”

      “Only to you,” she said. She smiled, trying to soften the blow of her comment, and for the most part it worked.

      “Let me know when you’re ready, and I can remove my connection to this,” he said, motioning to the barricade that they’d placed in front of the mouth of the cave.

      She glanced to it, and then she nodded. “I’m ready.”

      He connected to that and quickly began to unwind the power he had woven into the protection and was surprised at how easily it happened. Maybe it was because he’d been practicing with the sources as much as he had overnight, but by pulling on that thread Sam was able to draw that connection to the source back to him quickly, and he could feel the way that was added back to his overall connection and the strength that he possessed.

      Tara glanced at him, waiting, and he nodded. Then she removed the arcane arts. It happened even more rapidly than what Sam had done. Sam braced himself, holding on to his single strand of the source, ready to split it at any moment. He headed toward the entrance of the cave and looked out.

      In the daylight, everything seemed different. There was still a bleakness to the landscape around him, and that seemed to come not only from the gray sky overhead but from the rocks and the stillness to the air.

      He took a deep breath, and when he let it out, he found himself relaxing, more so than he had expected.

      “What is it?” Tara asked

      “I guess I wasn’t aware of how nervous about all of this that I was.”

      “You are surprised that you were nervous about the fact that we might end up trapped here? I worried about that the moment that we got here, Sam.”

      They started out of the cave, and from there they began to climb the rock. It was a strange brown rock, irregular and rough, that scraped his hands as he climbed. At one point, one of the large stones wobbled as he pulled himself up, threatening to go tumbling down the side of the wall, before Sam hurriedly moved on, reaching for another handhold. He was tired, thirsty, hungry, and still exhausted.

      Tara stayed close to him, as if worried that he might need her help. Sam wasn’t sure that he would. It was possible that he was going to make the climb on his own, as diminished as he was, though he felt as if he could do this. He just might need more time. He was weaker than he normally would have been, but it seemed as if that weakness had even improved over the last night. And his eyesight, the one part of all of this that had been the most troubling to him, had started to improve again. It wasn’t the way that it should be, the way that it was when he was fully powered by the source, but he no longer felt as if he were struggling against the darkness within him.

      Tara watched him and nodded reassuringly.

      “I can do this,” he said.

      “I know that you can.”

      “Stop looking at me as if you think that I can’t.”

      She opened her mouth like she intended to argue before clamping it closed again.

      Finally, she waved for him to keep moving.

      They reached the peak of the climb, and from there he hesitated. They would enter a space that was more dangerous. They didn’t know what they might find, and he didn’t know if there was going to be anything else here, other than the fact that they had encountered nothing so far. He worried about the Nighlan.

      Tara touched his arm, leaning close to him. “What do you think it means that we haven’t seen any sign of them yet?”

      “I suppose it means that they aren’t here.”

      “Are we sure that they aren’t?”

      Sam shook his head. “No.”

      “Then what do you think they have done?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe they came, looked for us, and then left. They could have returned to wherever it is that the Nighlan went.”

      “And where do you think that is?” Tara asked.

      “Probably someplace that Rasan Tel has begun to work on redirecting the conduits.”

      “That’s my concern.”

      He heard the real worry in her voice.

      And Sam hated that he was responsible for it. At least indirectly. Had he been strong enough, he wouldn’t have any reason for her to be concerned. She wouldn’t have to fear what might happen to them, and she wouldn’t need to worry about whether or not they would be safe for what they needed to do. If he were strong enough, she would be fine.

      He scrambled forward, and the two of them reached the circle of lanterns. They were quiet. He touched one of them, testing for any sort of warmth, and wondered if he might even be able to detect anything if it was there. He didn’t feel anything in the lanterns.

      He probed tentatively, using a hint of the source as he did, wondering if he might be able to push something through that lantern, activating them enough that he could detect whether there was any residual power here, but from the singular lantern, Sam could not.

      Tara stood in the center of the circle. “Ready to go back?” she asked.

      “Okay,” he said. “We have been gone long enough.”

      Sam took one more look around, and as he did, a question came to him.

      “Where do you think Lilith ended up?”

      “There’s no way for us to know,” she said.

      “But she isn’t responsible for this,” Sam said. “She might’ve had some part of it, but I’m not even sure what that was.”

      “She was a part of it because she brought us here, Sam. We don’t know if she’s still working with Rasan Tel, but we also don’t know that she isn’t.”

      “If she’s trapped, we need to help her.”

      “How many times do we have to go after her, seemingly trapped by Rasan Tel, before we decide that she doesn’t need our help?”

      It was a valid question. This wasn’t even the first time, but perhaps that was what bothered him. He didn’t think Lilith still worked with Rasan Tel, regardless of how Tara felt about it. He thought that Lilith truly wanted to get vengeance for what happened to her, how she’d been used, and what she’d been trained to do, but they didn’t know if there was going to be any way for that to happen.

      “I think we owe her our help.”

      “Then we get back to the Academy, we talk to Havash, and we have them help us. We don’t go after her alone.”

      “What if Havash can’t go after her?”

      “He’s the grandam,” she said.

      “Just because he’s the grandam doesn’t nothing that he will be able to do this,” he said.

      “Sam,” she started, and then looked up. “Do you feel that?”

      “What am I supposed to feel?”

      “There’s something happening. Something changing.”

      She turned. And as she did, Sam took the opportunity to look around. He noticed something. There was a faint energy in the air. It was unexpected, because he’d been focusing on the source, looking for anyone who might’ve been coming through the lantern and attempting to use a hint of the source in order to reach them, but it wasn’t the source that he detected. It was the arcane arts, and as he saw it, he recognized the pattern. It was one of the patterns from the books in Voran.

      “Do you recognize it?” Sam asked.

      Tara looked around. “I’ve seen it before. It’s too complicated for me. I can’t use this pattern”

      The implication was clear to him. She couldn’t use that pattern, which meant that she couldn’t defend them against it. She was worried about who was coming and what that meant for them.

      “I don’t know what’s coming, either,” Sam said. “But whoever is coming, and whatever is coming, has considerable power.

      “But it’s the arcane arts,” Tara said. “Shouldn’t that be safe for us?”

      “I hope so,” Sam said.

      He thought that it should be, and yet as he looked around, noticing the arcane arts beginning to build, the power that was there, he wondered if it would be or not. The Nighlan had others who could use the arcane arts. They had proven expertise in them, especially with others like Bethal, Ferrand, and more.

      How many times would they be betrayed by the Nighlan who had access to the arcane arts? And how many of them were skilled, probably more skilled than most within the Academy?

      He looked at Tara, grimacing, and realized that they didn’t have much time.

      Sam focused on his connection to the source, and then began to split streams.
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      Sam pushed five different strands outward, separating them from his connection to the source, and drove them out toward the lanterns. His intention was to activate it as quickly as he could. Tara watched but didn’t say anything.

      “What’s going on?” she whispered. “You’re hesitating.”

      “Something about this isn’t quite right,” he said. “Not exactly sure why I feel that way, but . . .”

      “We can’t stay here,” she said. “I don’t know what we can do, but we can’t stay here.”

      He pushed, and as he activated the lantern, he could feel the power flowing from them and beginning to build the haze. It was faint, far weaker than it had been when he had full strength with the source, but it was working. And he could split the stream again. How many times could he split before it became too weak for him to use?

      Did it even matter?

      He could use this, and he could divide the stream, and he could call upon enough power to trigger a connection. That was what he needed to do. He could feel that need, and as he did, he focused, starting to probe. It was a faint connection, little more than a whisper, and he sent that out from him, letting it streak away until it began to flow.

      And as he felt that, he looked over at Tara, noticing that she was glowing with the arcane arts. She seemed ready to fight, but he was worried that it was more than just her willingness and readiness to fight. He was worried that she was going to somehow disrupt what he was doing.

      There was a strange power coming, though he wasn’t exactly sure the source of it.

      “I think it’s the arcane arts,” Tara said.

      Sam thought that she was right. But if it was the arcane arts, they didn’t know if that meant the Nighlan or if someone from the Academy had come for them. They couldn’t run if it was that.

      Sam triggered the lanterns, and as soon as he did, he felt the haze starting to build even more. He looked at Tara, noticing how she was watching him, the expression in her eyes unreadable, and Sam could feel that power coming from the lanterns. It began to build. He focused on the target, building that conduit.

      He wasn’t going to go to the Barlands, however much he might want to. But as that haze started to build, Sam became aware of something else. He wasn’t sure that he would have noticed it quite as much, but he had these additional strands now that he had split the stream of the source as many times as he had. And because of that, Sam could sense something that he hadn’t noticed before.

      There was a directionality to it.

      He looked over to Tara.

      “I think I might know where the Nighlan have gone,” he said.

      “Sam—”

      “We don’t have to follow them, but I think I know where they have gone.”

      Tara locked eyes with him. “You want to go after Joiner.”

      “Joiner. Lilith. Both of them. They’re trying to stop Rasan Tel while he chases—”

      “You, Sam.” She took his hand and squeezed it, showing him the vrandal. “They want this. This is what is keeping Rasan Tel imprisoned, and they want to do whatever they can to break him free, which involves capturing you. If they succeed, we aren’t going to stop him. None of us know enough.”

      “No,” Sam agreed. “None of us know enough.” And it pained him to acknowledge that, but she was right. Given how long he had studied at the Academy, and as much as he had memorized, there were still too many things he didn’t know. Things that he couldn’t learn even in Voran. Joiner didn’t even know enough. He had nearly failed at stopping Rasan Tel when he was still imprisoned. And Lilith . . .

      Lilith might’ve trained with Rasan Tel, but that didn’t mean that she understood the kind of power that he possessed or knew what it was that he could do. He had kept things from her. He shifted, ignoring the directionality of the lanterns, and let the power summon him, carrying him.

      When it did, he could feel it flowing but began to feel resistance.

      “There’s pressure here,” Sam said.

      “The same pressure that you felt before?”

      “The same pressure,” he said.

      “He’s here then,” Tara said. “What if Rasan Tel can use the arcane arts as well? What if he has the ability to use both?”

      It was a good reason to worry. If Rasan Tel had that ability, they might be in more trouble than they had believed.

      But he didn’t think so. Sam had experience with Rasan Tel, however poorly he’d fared.

      “He uses the source,” Sam said. The haze was building around him, making everything else a blur, but the pressure wasn’t the same as what he was accustomed to. There was a different kind of pressure, this one trying to constrict around him, trying to pull him, regardless of which direction he tried to push them upon. And as he felt that resistance and pressure, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to fight against  it, but he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to.

      Tara took his hand and squeezed.

      Sam focused, wrapping the additional strands of the source around him, creating a multilayer barrier and hoping he could use it to try to counter the pressure building upon him.

      “Sam—”

      Almost too late, Sam realized that Tara was getting pulled free of him. He could feel her separating from him, and he grabbed for her, trying to pry her back, not wanting this attack to succeed.

      But it took too much. And as he attempted to keep a hold on her, he couldn’t feel anything other than that resistance. He couldn’t feel any way to keep her, and he feared that he wasn’t going to be strong enough.

      Tara stayed with him, but Sam was all too aware of how that power was building, and all too aware of how something was prying against him, trying to pull her free. He fought, struggling against that, but that energy was too much. Tara stayed close to him, scrambling toward him, using the arcane arts to try to wrap herself in a link to him, but even as she did, Sam wasn’t sure that it was going to be effective.

      He continued to pull, drawing upon the power, and felt that straining energy, but it felt like it was fighting him, felt like it was pushing against him, squeezing, making it so that he could not resist.

      “I don’t know if I can hold out,” Sam said. “The strange power that I detect here is more than what I can withstand. It seems like it’s trying to pull me toward the Nighlan. Or you. Or both of us. And you’re right. I think they want us so that they can get the vrandal.”

      “Then let me go,” she said.

      In the haze that surrounded them, the power and energy that hovered nearby, Sam saw the look in her eyes, the determination and the resignation. “You can’t be captured. He can’t have that.”

      “He can’t have you, either.”

      “It doesn’t matter if he has me,” she said. “What matters is that he can’t have you. The vrandal.”

      Sam focused on the vrandal. What if he could separate, get through the lanterns, find a way to get away, and then hide the vrandal? He didn’t need to keep it on himself.

      But he could trap it someplace that Rasan Tel couldn’t get to. That was the key, but where would he go? Sam didn’t know of any place that would work. He thought of the Academy, but Rasan Tel had proven that he could reach deep within school, and had proven that it wasn’t as safe as Sam would’ve expected.

      There were other places he thought might be inaccessible to him, but those would be hard for Sam to reach. The Barlands might work, but if it was a place of this source as he had come to believe, even the Barlands might not be effective for what they needed.

      Which meant that he might not be able to hide it. Maybe the safest strategy was for her to stay with him, as strange as that seemed. He had to fight. He started to split the strands. He had managed to do sixteen, but what if he could split it into more? He didn’t need strength; what he needed was complexity.

      And Sam had seen complex patterns.

      That was what he needed to do. He knew where to go.

      “Hold on,” he said.

      “Sam?”

      “I don’t think they can follow us here.”

      “The Academy. That’s where you’re taking me.”

      Sam focused, holding on to the power within him and feeling that energy, wrapping himself up with the power and then unleashing it. He traveled, flowing through the conduit.

      And as he suspected, the conduit didn’t prevent him from reaching Voran. He hadn’t thought that it would. He’d thought it would allow him to access it, mostly because the conduit was meant to travel there. All of the conduits were meant to travel there.

      And they had been designed to restrict Rasan Tel from reaching it.

      As soon as they stepped into Voran, Sam released his connection and began to switch the power, focusing carefully on a protective pattern and starting to rotate it outward, thinking that if nothing else, he wanted to be able to defend himself and Tara against the possible incursion from any other Nighlan.

      The library didn’t look as if anyone had been there. The books were arranged on the shelves as they had left them, the same way they had been when he had first come to the library in Voran. One of the chairs was tilted slightly the way that he and Tara had left it. The air had a musty quality that he appreciated, the same smell that every library he’d ever spent much time in possessed. But there was no food or water here. They were no better off in Voran than they were in wherever they had been before. Perhaps less well off.

      None came.

      He sank down at the table.

      Tara looked around. “How did we get here?”

      “I could feel it,” he said.

      “Why here?”

      “Well, we need to be able to fight, right?”

      “That’s what we need to do,” she said. “And you wanted to get to the Barlands, but this isn’t the Barlands. I would’ve preferred the Academy.” She arched a brow at him. “The fact that you brought us here suggests to me that those options are unavailable to us, right?”

      “It’s not that they’re unavailable to us,” he said. “Well, maybe?” He shrugged. “What I realized was that I needed to know more. Not just about the different patterns, but about complex patterns. If we have to take on Rasan Tel, I need to be able to do that,” he went on. “And this is a place we can use.”

      “We were here before, and you weren’t able to see anything.”

      “Well, I wasn’t really able to see much of anything, but I think I can now. Especially here, in this place, and with my ability to split the streams.”

      “Or you just got us trapped in Voran,” she said.

      “Well, if nothing else, it is a better place than there.”

      “I suppose,” Tara muttered. She grabbed a book off the shelf. “I even remember where I saw that arcane arts angulation from,” she said, setting the book on the table and flipping the pages. “I remember reading about it and commenting to myself about how complicated it was.”

      “I am sure that you did.”

      “But I still don’t know if I will ever be able to do anything quite like that.”

      “Much like I didn’t think that I would ever be able to reach so many access points?”

      “But it’s not access points in this case.”

      “No,” Sam said. “It doesn’t seem to be about access points. I have to reach for the source another way, and I think that if I do this, if I manage to call upon this power, then I could and should be able to find something.”

      “I hope it works,” she said, her voice soft.

      “Me too.”

      He was tired, especially tired after having used the lanterns to travel here.

      But here there was another possibility.

      It was one Sam hadn’t considered before. He looked at the lanterns. They were alchemy lanterns, much like those within the alchemy tower, but the design of the lanterns here was far more complicated, and the sides had these strange metallic facets to them, as if the lanterns were designed to cast light in all different directions.

      Not like a lantern at all, he realized.

      Conduits.

      The lanterns formed the conduit, and they permitted it to be directed.

      He got to his feet, and rather than grabbing for one of the books as he had intended to do, he turned to one of the lanterns. He had studied them many times in the time that he had come to Voran, and never had seen anything about them that he thought he could understand. They were complicated devices of alchemy. Short of breaking it down and trying to tear it apart so that he could understand it, Sam wasn’t able to study it.

      But as he looked at it now and saw the facets on the outside of the lantern, he found himself wondering if that was the key. Did he somehow harness some access to the source, use the lanterns in order to focus it, and then aim with those facets?

      These lanterns were different than the ones within the alchemy tower, but they were also different than the ones he had seen out in the rocky clearing. And different than the lanterns within the Barlands.

      The fact that all of them were so different suggested to him that they had different purposes, but perhaps that wasn’t it at all. Maybe they represented different destinations. Or perhaps a different means of traveling to the destination.

      He traced his hand over, running his fingers along the surface, feeling for it.

      “What is it?” Tara asked, looking up from her book. He saw her face locked in concentration. She was glowing with the power of the arcane arts and had already started to form a complicated pattern of angulation.

      “I’m just studying the lantern,” Sam said.

      “I thought we came here so that you could study different patterns, Sam. Not the lanterns themselves.”

      “But the lanterns and the patterns were tied together,” he said. “I’m not exactly sure what to make of it, or whether there’s going to be anything that I do with it, but I feel like if I can find the connection, we can use that.” He turned so that he could look at her. “What if we can travel without the lanterns?”

      “Then we won’t be limited,” she said. “It’s not altogether different than some of the alchemical devices that we have.”

      “Havash mentioned something like that when he first came to the Barlands,” Sam said. “I remember him activating it.”

      “Those are complicated,” she said. “Single use.”

      He hadn’t known that. That would explain why Havash had used them. “And they must carry passengers to a single destination?”

      “That’s the way I understand them. But they are a difficult alchemy construct. They take highly trained alchemists to make them.”

      “Like Chasten.” Tara shrugged and turned her attention back to her book. She didn’t seem to pay any attention to the fact that Sam was practically running his hands along the surface of the lantern. He didn’t want to move it, worried that if he were to do so, he might disrupt some aspect of alchemy that he didn’t fully understand. And even touching it might cause some disruption, but he had touched other lanterns, and that had not affected things.

      “Chasten was a skilled alchemist.”

      “He is,” Sam said.

      She glanced up. “I’m sorry. Chasten is a skilled alchemist. But I don’t know how many of those he created. It was typically the alchemists from within the Academy that were able to make them.”

      “If we could come up with it, there wouldn’t be many people who could do something similar,” Sam said.

      “Are you thinking of selling these devices?” she asked.

      “Actually, thinking of whether there would be any way for me to control the conduits so that Rasan Tel can’t influence where we travel.”

      That had to be what he had been doing in the Barlands—and perhaps other places that were powerful with the source. If they could figure out how to stop it, or even slow it, they could figure out a way to keep him and the Nighlan from succeeding.

      She sat up. She rested her hands on the table. “That . . . might actually work.”

      “That was my thought too.”

      “But it would take alchemy, right?”

      “Presumably,” he said, “but what if there was another way? What have we done with alchemy but add different items together, mixing them so that we can add power? What if the two of us were able to work together, using the arcane arts and the source, mingling them together in a way that became something like alchemy?”

      “We’ve already done that, Sam.”

      “Exactly. And in this case, I wonder if we were to do it again, if it would make any difference. We could somehow bind that together so that we could travel and not have the same influence.”

      “But I can’t use the arcane arts to travel like you can.”

      “Not yet, but I wonder if perhaps we can find that key.”

      She nodded. “Well, you work on that, along with studying some of the other patterns, as I think that’s going to be important as well, while I keep looking into this. If nothing else, I want to be able to defend ourselves against another attack. And I want to be able to use the arcane arts against somebody who has the ability to command that much power.”

      “See what you can do,” he said, smiling.

      They set to work.

      While they did, Sam couldn’t help but smile at himself.

      This felt so much like when they had first met, spending time together in the library, sneaking off, working on some project that would help them against the Nighlan. In this case, the library was vastly different, but far more advanced and more fitting of the kind of knowledge that he really wanted. The problem was that he wasn’t prepared for it. At least in the Academy library, Sam thought he could gather the information and memorize it. He imagined he could synthesize it and build upon it. And he had.

      Here, anything that he found in some of these more advanced books would be more technically challenging than he would be able to use. He had tried, straining through some of the books, hoping to try to find answers, but even when he had done so, those answers had not been there for him in the way that he had hoped.

      Mostly because he didn’t have the base of information that he needed. If he could come up with that baseline knowledge, Sam thought that he might be able to piece everything together, and come up with his own answers, but he had not. At least, not yet.

      He focused on the lantern again, wondering if he might be able to detect anything from it. He had used the source to try to detect aspects of alchemy before, but when he had done so, Sam had only had five different access points within reach, and though he knew there were more than that, he couldn’t use anything. But now he had far more.

      He began to take the different strands and mingle them, mixing them together, borrowing from what he had seen in the earliest almanac and layering them over each other. It would help him understand if there was something else to do with the source, but it wouldn’t be anything that he could truly control. At this point, control was not what he wanted, though. What he wanted was to feel what was out there and see if there might be any way for him to influence it.

      Sam continued to push, and then layered that down upon the lantern. He could feel the energy of the facets and the way that the source bounced off of them, but there were other aspects to it that began to come into focus, honing inward, working in a similar fashion. But as he set that latticework of the source over the lantern, something occurred to him.

      There was a pattern here. What if he shifted his pattern to that of the lantern? He adjusted it, slowly nudging the latticework of power that he had layered over the lantern, and began to change it, sliding it, moving one piece, then another, and then another. Each time he did, he tried to piece that together so that it would hold. And then he felt it.

      There was a strange fluttering. There was a surge. It felt something like activating the lanterns, only this time it was a localized burst of power.

      “Are you getting anywhere?”

      “I’m getting somewhere,” Sam said.

      Tara looked up. “You need my help yet?”

      “Soon,” he said. “Because if this works, we may have uncovered something wholly different.”

      He looked around the library at the books and wondered if those answers were there, and all he had to do was read to find them. But perhaps the real lesson was different. Despite all the knowledge that was here, what Sam really needed was to find his own answers.

      It was something that Joiner had wanted him to work on, hoping that Sam would come up with those answers on his own, not wanting him to rely upon the books all the time to provide him with knowledge.

      But Sam had not listened the way he should have. Now Joiner was gone. But perhaps his lessons didn’t have to be.

      He shifted the latticework, feeling for the lantern, feeling the burst of energy, and continued to experiment. He would find a way out of this for the two of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam was tired.

      Some of that came from how long they been trapped here, sitting in the library in Voran, working through books, and some of it came from how much he had been working on trying to split his connection to the source. Each time that he did, he could feel the flow slow down to a trickle, but he was able to create tiny filaments of power that worked away from him. He thought that might give them an advantage, but so far, he hadn’t been able to uncover that.

      Tara kept reading. He focused on what he was doing, on the way that the latticework of power that he had created flowed over the lantern, and tried to piece together whether there was an answer to it. There were several things that Joiner had wanted him to learn, not the least of which was how to find his own answers. There were some in the books but not all.

      But maybe Joiner hadn’t been right, either. Some of the answers in the books were answers that he needed to help him find the answers on his own to questions that he had started to raise. And Sam couldn’t help but feel as if that was the most important part of this. He needed to use what he could find and learn in order for him to come to terms with more about what he needed to know.

      He pulled another book off the shelf.

      “What are you reading about how?” Tara asked.

      “The conduits,” Sam said. “At least, trying to find something on them. That’s what was important to Rasan Tel, after all. If I can find what he was intending to do, we might be able to stop him.”

      She nodded but didn’t even look over at him again. Then again, he didn’t think that she needed to. At this point, there was no point in it. They were lost. They needed to come to understand just what it was they were trying to do and whether there was an answer here in the books. He didn’t think so, but Rasan Tel had been after something, and Sam had to believe that if they looked deep enough, the answers would come to them.

      Tara sat up. “I decided that I can’t figure anything out here.”

      “Just like that?”

      “It’s not just like anything. I’ve been spending the better part of several hours staring at these books and trying to understand something of those patterns, but there isn’t anything that I can use.”

      “Nothing obvious,” Sam said, “but there has to be something there that you can.”

      “I love your confidence,” she said, shaking her head. But . . .” She released a heavy sigh. “Why do I get the sense that all of this was meant to keep us from understanding?”

      “Maybe we just aren’t looking the right way.”

      “Now you sound like Joiner.”

      “Well, that’s what he has told us, after all. Me, at least. He wanted me to build upon what I was learning and use that to help me understand more and more—the only way that I would truly understand the source.”

      “What if he tried to help you by being the one to place the barrier?” Tara suggested.

      It was one possibility that Sam had considered, though he’d discarded it after hearing the Nighlan talking.

      “It wasn’t that. That was Rasan Tel. But Joiner wanted me to try to learn about the source on my own. He thought that was necessary for me to be competent.”

      Even with that, he was not entirely sure what that meant. He pulled a book off the shelf and set it down in front of him, flipping through the pages. Answers. That was what they needed, and somehow, somewhere, there were answers here. He just had to find them.

      As he flipped through the pages, he saw the different ways to use the source, all of them complicated. They were different than the one he’d learned about in other books, but not so different that he thought that he would’ve had a hard time picking up on that connection.

      It occurred to him that many of these patterns started to build on each other. If he were to master one, he might be able to use others.

      When he said as much to Tara, she shrugged. “Well, you can argue that using your arcane arts is something similar to that. Once you master one aspect of it, you can begin to use more, an increasingly complicated angulation.”

      “What about what you have seen here?”

      “The problem is that I don’t have the foundation to do some of the more arcane arts that I have seen here. All of it is far too complex.” She breathed out. “I can’t even believe that such a thing was possible. How do you think that we learned that?”

      He took a seat next to her and looked at the book.

      It had been a long time since he’d struggled to read the books, a long time since he and Tara had puzzled out the secret to reading and understanding so they could piece together what was hidden within the pages, but now as he sat here, looking down at the book next to her, he couldn’t help but feel as if there should be some answer, but he wasn’t sure what it was.

      “We know the answers are here,” he said. “And we know that we can work through it. Why don’t we start there?”

      “I’m trying,” she said.

      “I know,” he said. “But we’ve been looking at things separately, and maybe it’s time for us to work together.” He leaned over her shoulder, and as he stared at the page, seeing the reference to the arcane arts and angulation, he realized something. “This,” he said, pointing to a section that discussed how to create a direct angulation. “Look at the way that would form the pattern.”

      “I can’t wrap my mind around it,” Tara said. “Because in the previous section,” she went on, tapping the top of the page, “there is a different way of forming the angulation. It doesn’t make any sense. One goes this way”—she pointed—“and one goes that way.” She ran her hand in the other direction. “And none of them seem to make any sense, as they don’t form the connection I think they need to.”

      “You start with this one,” he said, and ran his head outward, tracing his finger along the words. “Watch.” Sam formed the angulation. He used the source, just a single, narrow strand, and let it glow in front of him before following what the book described of forming the angulation. When he did, he could feel it shifting. He couldn’t angle it quite as rapidly, but the more that he focused on what he was seeing here, the more that he realized that he didn’t need to. The power wasn’t in the angulation. The power was in some other aspect of the pattern.

      He let it flow out and then paused. It wasn’t quite like that.

      Sam smiled to himself.

      “Try this,” he said, releasing his hold over the two different strands of the source. Instead, he took a single strand, and they split it as he pushed outward.

      “What are you doing? How did you do that?”

      “I split the strand. And this one continues to go upward, and this one goes outward,” he said, pressing his hands together, and diverging them as he demonstrated it.

      Tara sat back and began to glow with pale white light. The energy flowed from her, and it built out the angulation. When it did, it began to slowly separate. It was gradual, not nearly as quick as what he had done, but then again Sam had been working on splitting his strand for quite some time. It came more naturally for him.

      “It’s hard to split once it leaves,” she said, her voice trembling slightly.

      “I know,” he said. “Think about pinching down on it.”

      She nodded, clenching her jaw. “I think . . . there.”

      She did it. He could see that she had from the way that her strand had split, forming two separate strands, and then she took one and angled it upward, sending the other outward.

      “That’s . . . so much easier.”

      “Easier?”

      “I was finding that it was fighting me.” She hurriedly continued to perform the pattern, and when she reached another branch point, she focused again and then pinched through it. There was a surge, followed by a sputtering of the arcane arts, and from there, it solidified. “Oh,” she muttered.

      “What now?”

      “I think—I think I did it.”

      “Just because you split that strand of angulation that you were pushing out?”

      She nodded. “That seems like it was all I needed to do. Look at this,” she said, pointing to the page. “I think I could do something similar here. All I have to do is keep splitting strands.”

      “You think you can do that?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know why I shouldn’t be able to do that.” She smiled. She turned her attention back to the book and began to flip through the pages. “I could do the same thing here, here, and maybe even here.”

      “Don’t let me keep you from it,” he said.

      Tara grinned at him. “If this works, I might just be the most skilled arcane artist in the Academy.”

      “Was there ever any doubt of that?”

      “Well, there are others who are quite talented,” she said.

      “Right now,” Sam said, “but we always knew that you were going to keep pushing past them. I think even Havash knew that you were eventually going to.”

      She grinned again. “I will tell him you said that.”

      “Oh, I don’t think you care.”

      As she got to work trying to piece together different aspects of angulation, Sam still hadn’t come up with the answer to his own puzzle.

      He wanted to have an answer to the lanterns. He couldn’t shake the feeling that it was the key to understanding the conduit and understanding how that connection formed so they could use that and possibly replicate it. Even as he stared, focusing on that energy, he still didn’t have that answer.

      He sat back, crossing his arms over his chest, and looked up at the books around them. So many different books were here.

      “What of the conduits?” Sam asked. “Why would that be the key to escaping from his prison?”

      “Maybe if he uses them, he can bypass the prison altogether?”

      “Or maybe he’s after some destination.” As he looked around the library, Sam couldn’t help but question if it was perhaps tied to that. He didn’t know enough about those who had come before him, those who had made the vrandals in the first place, but perhaps he needed to.

      Voran was a place he had come to looking for answers and information, and by coming here and trying to learn what he could in this place, he had believed that there were answers that he needed, but he was no longer sure if that was the case. He was no longer sure if it was only about what he could find here, or if perhaps there was something more. Something else.

      He breathed out slowly and focused on creating the latticework that he had used on the lantern before. Maybe his problem wasn’t that the latticework flowed over a single lantern. He had used the source to probe it, trying to understand the answers within it, but what if he tried all the lanterns at the same time? It would involve a very different kind of connection.

      He sat in place and began to split the strands of the source.

      At first, it was easy. Sam had learned to do so quickly, and as he had, he’d found that the source diverged rapidly, almost easily, but the more that he focused on the source, the harder it was for him to continue to split more and more strands. They became wispy, little more than a hair’s breadth in size.

      It wasn’t as if he needed to do much with that. All he really needed was to try to push out in such a way that he could feel what was there and how that energy flowed.

      But as he did it, he didn’t know if there was something that he had overlooked.

      “You might feel something here,” he said.

      “Sam?” Tara asked.

      “Just relax,” he said.

      And he started to try to connect. It was a faint connection, one that flowed out from him slowly, and began to link with other strands. He used it cautiously at first, tentatively, then began to weave those strands together until they formed something of a greater latticework. The more that he formed it, the more that he thought the connection would work. He continued to push outward and created something like a woven blanket of the source. It was fine, little more than streamers and nothing else.

      And as it formed, he felt it flow outward, rolling ever so slowly, before it reached the lanterns. When it did, there was a strange connection to them. But within that, he couldn’t feel anything else. Sam held that connection there for a few moments, feeling the way that the energy was there, and trying to see if he might be able to push past, but he could not. When he continued to squeeze even more, he felt something else.

      It surprised him. It was a connection that he had not expected. His breath caught, and Tara looked up at him, staring. He shook his head. That wasn’t what he had expected. But it was there. He was certain that there was a connection here that he had not anticipated. It was a connection that was different than he had seen before.

      The books. The library itself was the pattern.

      Why hadn’t he considered that?

      He focused, locking that pattern in his mind.

      Once he did, he released it.

      Everything faded, and as he had been holding on to so much, it snapped back into place quickly. He wasn’t able to hold it very long, especially because he was already tired from trying to trap it.

      He got to his feet.

      There was a pattern to these books, and Sam had to find it. He had to understand what that pattern was and see if there might be some way for him to trace it to the book.

      He pulled one off the shelf, the first one that he thought was a part of the pattern, and set it down on the table. He flipped through it.

      Sam had read this book. He remembered the patterns within it.

      He put it back on the shelf, then reached for another on the opposite side of the room. His latticework of connection showed him that there was something to the pattern, something to this next book in that sequence, and so he used that to guide him so that he could find whether there was something else within what he had uncovered.

      “What are you doing?”

      Sam flipped through the pages and came across another book that he had read.

      Perhaps chance. He had gone through many of these books already and had not seen any answers in them, though he believed that there had to be something here. He turned, moving on to the next book. Sam followed the sequence. That was what it was, after all. He went from book to book and pulled each of them off before he replaced them on the shelf.

      Tara had stopped. She was staring at him, watching him, an amused smile on her face, though she didn’t say anything.

      By the time he reached the eleventh book, he recognized something.

      There was a sequence within each book. He stopped. And then he smiled to himself.

      “What is it?”

      “These books.” He paused, putting that volume back on the shelf, and focused, once again forming the latticework that he had used and sending it flowing throughout the library.

      “I don’t know if you can feel anything here when I do this, but there is a pattern within these books.”

      “Well, you always thought that there might be.”

      “This is more than just might be,” he said. “There is definitely a pattern here. And I can feel it. When I focus on it, I can send out a connection, and in doing so I can pick up on the pattern within those books.” Sam didn’t have to reform the pattern in order for him to focus on what he had detected, but he did so anyway. When he did, he could see that pattern forming and knew where he needed to go. He looked over to Tara. “I thought that maybe there would be something in the sequence of the books that might help me understand what is here, and whether I could pick up on some secret that I might’ve missed.”

      “And?”

      “And there isn’t,” he said.

      She shrugged. “That’s not that much of a problem though.”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s not. I have been looking for answers, thinking that we might find something, but there isn’t an answer here in the books.”

      “I have a feeling that you’re trying to make some point with me, Sam.”

      He smiled. “There isn’t a secret in the books.”

      “So?”

      He moved to the first book, touching the spine of it. “What do you see here?”

      “I see a symbol.”

      “Does it make any sense to you?”

      “I don’t know. Should it?”

      He moved to number two and looked over to Tara. “What about this one?”

      “You know, this isn’t some sort of test here, Sam. You can just tell me what you’ve discovered.”

      “It’s better if I show you. It’s amazing. There’s a pattern here, but the pattern actually has a purpose to it.” He took a seat. “I need a piece of paper and a pen, but we don’t have them here.”

      “I didn’t think that you needed to take notes.”

      “I don’t, but I want to demonstrate something for you.”

      “If it’s important, just tell me.”

      Sam smiled to himself. It was all about Joiner’s message to him again, that message that told him that there were certain things that he wouldn’t find in books. He didn’t think that Joiner had known about this. If he had, he would’ve told Sam, or maybe he wouldn’t have.

      The message wasn’t in books.

      The message was on the books.

      “Each of these titles forms a part of a word, and sometimes a word itself. What I need to do now is to work through each of them, and I can figure out what message it’s trying to send. Maybe there’s some hidden connection here, some pattern that I can use to help us.”

      “To defeat Rasan Tel?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said. “Maybe.”

      “I doubt that the ancient librarians here hid some secret from you.”

      Sam smiled. “You know, when you think about it that way, it does sound kind of ridiculous, but it’s amazing nonetheless. There is a pattern here, and once I get through it . . .”

      Sam looked around the inside of the library and realized that he could spend hours trying to go through it. There were hundreds upon hundreds of books here. And did they have time? He didn’t know that they had anything but time though.

      He might be able to get them back to the Academy, or even to the Barlands, but doing so and being prepared for what they might have to face were different things. In this case, given what they had gone through, everything that they faced, he wanted to be prepared for the possibility that they might be attacked in the middle of the conduit. There was a need to find some way to protect himself. He needed to be able to protect Tara as well.

      With everything that he had learned, Sam wasn’t sure what it would take to discover something greater than what Rasan Tel might’ve been able to find. Assuming that Rasan Tel knew about Voran, Sam had to assume that he knew everything that was in these books. He needed to find something that Rasan Tel didn’t know.

      And this pattern, this hidden message, might be what he needed.

      But why?

      Sam focused and began to work his way through the books.

      He got through the first fifty before he stopped.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      “Well, it’s a pattern,” he said.

      “What kind of a pattern?”

      He glanced to the book that she had open and to the power of the arcane arts she’d been building. She’d released it when he had stopped, and now watched him, frowning, as if she were afraid to hold on to the arcane arts while he was talking to her. It was possible that he would disrupt what she was doing, and he regretted that he had chosen to speak when he had.

      “You know the pattern that you’re working on?”

      “I do,” she said. “But it’s not just a single pattern. Several. Many. There are quite a few of these that I can’t replicate.”

      “This is something like that.”

      “Too complicated?”

      “Far too complicated,” he said. “It needs far more strands than I think I can use.”

      “Even if you split them?”

      “Even then,” he said.

      “Why do you seem disappointed?”

      “Because I was thinking that maybe this would provide the key to stopping Rasan Tel. I know that that is ridiculous, but I can’t help it. I want to defeat him, and I feel like I’m close to the answer of how to do it. It is just out of reach.”

      “We have time.”

      As he took a seat, staring at the titles and the pattern in his mind forming, he wasn’t sure that he did have time.

      How long would it be before Rasan Tel accomplished what he intended with those conduits? How long before he managed to escape from his prison? And then what would Sam be able to do?

      They wouldn’t be able to stop him. Sam wasn’t strong enough, and neither were Joiner and Lilith. He didn’t even know if she was still alive. She was gone, and she might not have gone looking for them.

      “We should head back. See if Havash has learned anything about Joiner. Maybe Lilith.”

      Tara settled her hands on the book. “If you think that you’re ready.”

      As Sam looked around the library, he wasn’t sure if he was. He had thought that he might have been, but then again, he had thought that he could break through this barrier, and that he might find answers, but there were no answers. Only more questions.

      And he was not smart enough to answer them.
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      Sam had been focusing on the lanterns and on whether he could find a way of probing through them when he began to feel a soft pull upon him.

      He looked over to Tara, who was lost in thought as she was creating a pattern, trying to use angulation in ways that she had not before. He had sat there while she was splitting strands the same way he had and began to form ever more complicated patterns out of it. It got to where Sam wasn’t even able to tell what she used her different strands to do. She was growing rapidly, and in doing so she was drawing upon the connection to the arcane arts in ways that he had never seen her attempt before.

      “Did you notice anything?”

      Tara shook her head. “Nothing but you. Every time you create that lattice, I begin to feel a tingling.” She looked up. “Why? What did you do this time?”

      “It’s nothing that I did,” he said. “I felt something from the lanterns,” he said, nodding to them.

      He sat with his arms resting on the table and looked at the books, having pieced together the pattern he could trace out from what he had seen on their spines. It was complicated, but it was more advanced than what he could create. He figured that if he could memorize it, perhaps that pattern would be helpful to him at some point in the future, but for now it was merely a mental exercise, and not at all about anything that he could use.

      “What did you detect?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know.”

      Sam got to his feet. He released his hold, letting go of the connection, and felt for the faint stirring of energy that was around him. As he did, he started to notice that the lanterns were glowing faintly.

      “I take it that’s not you,” Tara said.

      “Not me,” he said.

      She sat up. “Then we need to be ready for whatever is coming.”

      “Nothing should be coming through there though,” Sam said.

      “Nothing should be, but it seems like it is, so . . .”

      Tara began to form a pattern with angulation and started to press it out from her, winding it toward the lanterns.

      Sam wasn’t exactly sure that was going to be the right strategy either. Walking down the lanterns wasn’t going to be what they needed to do. What they needed, instead, was to try to understand just what was drawing through here, and whether they could find that.

      “Don’t do anything,” he said.

      “Well, if something is coming through there, we should be ready. If it’s him, don’t you want to be prepared for the possibility that we have to defeat him?”

      “If Rasan Tel comes here, I’m not sure that there’s anything that you or I are going to be able to do to repel him.”

      “I don’t want to sit back and wait, Sam.”

      He focused on the lanterns and pushed out with split strands, duplicating each one that he pushed into the lanterns. Surprisingly, he felt the strange pressure that was being put on the lanterns begin to abate.

      He breathed out. “Maybe it’s time that we go.”

      “Should we take anything with us?”

      He swept his gaze around. “What do you think it’s safe to bring back to the Academy?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know that there’s anybody in the Academy who’s going able to use much of these at all, so it may not even matter what we bring back.”

      “That’s my concern, though. They might not be able to use it yet, but if somebody got ahold of one of these almanacs and began to work through it, piecing together some way of breaking through these patterns, whatever we have that they can’t do fades.”

      “That’s no reason to fear it, Sam.”

      Was that what he was doing? Had he been fearing?

      He didn’t think so, but maybe she was right. Maybe he had been afraid of what would happen if others began to learn of the same potential that they had.

      “Fine,” he said. “Grab whatever books you think are needed. We can get back to the Academy and go from there to Havash.”

      “Now you want Havash to know?”

      “Maybe not about these, but he needs to know what happened.”

      It was long past time that they needed to return.

      Sam stood in the middle and focused on the lanterns. When he had done that before, when he had split the strands, and pushed out with duplicated strands of the source, he had felt a measure of control that he hadn’t realized he had needed before.

      When he’d activated the lanterns the very first time, he had done so by using different access points, and then when they had reached Voran it had been simply split strands. Now that he been sitting here for the better part of the day, his mouth parched and dry, his stomach rumbling and his mind spinning with possibilities, Sam wondered if perhaps there was a way to use the split strands and draw something through that connection that might be beneficial to them.

      He could separate the lanterns in a way that might offer them a measure of protection that he hadn’t succeeded in doing so far. It would be a challenge, but it was no more a challenge than splitting the strands a dozen or two dozen different ways. At this point, what would it matter if he put two strands through each lantern versus three strands or even as many as five? He could split the strands that many times.

      “You’re thinking again,” Tara said.

      “I am trying to come up with what the right strategy here will be. I think I can draw enough control through the lantern, but . . .” He grimaced. “I’m not exactly sure.”

      “Not sure about what?”

      “I’m not sure what’s going to happen when I try to do this. It should work.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Let’s just see if it works.”

      “You’re testing something with me?”

      “You’d prefer I do it with myself?”

      “I don’t. It depends upon what you intend to do.”

      “I intend to see if I can’t use multiple strands per lantern and see if it will get us back to the Academy more safely that I have traveled so far.”

      “Fine,” Tara said.

      “What is fine?”

      “That I will let you try that.”

      He arched a brow, grinning at her. “You’re going to let me, are you?”

      “I am. And so now I want to know if you are going to do it or not.”

      Sam chuckled and began to split strands.

      It happened quickly. He’d been practicing now, and had far greater control over it than he had when he first had attempted, so he began to feel the source carving away, and in doing so Sam could use it to send out different streamers of energy.

      He started to activate the lanterns one at a time, five strands into one, five into the next, five into the third. He wasn’t sure why he thought five was the key, only that he had used five strands to begin with, activating each of the lanterns.

      As soon as he started to push the five strands of the source into the fifth lantern, he realized that maybe this was a mistake.

      What if it took him someplace else? Sam assumed that activating the lanterns this way would bring them where he wanted to go, but what if it did not? He focused on the final destination, and when he did, the lanterns carried them through the conduit.

      They went far faster than he had ever traveled before. It was little more than a blink of an eye, and he could feel them nearing the Academy. But as they did, there was pressure. It was almost as if a barricade was looming over them, something that was trying to block him from going any farther. Sam tried to push through it, but he couldn’t.

      Near him, he felt Tara beginning to reach for the arcane arts, but everything happened far more slowly than he had expected. It was almost as if by using the five strands of the source, time around him slowed down, and the conduit absorbed around him, so that whatever Tara did was not nearly as rapid as it would have been normally.

      He focused, shifting his attention, and started to think about the alternative.

      The only place it came to him was where he had intended to go along. The Barlands.

      He directed his connection there. As he did, he felt the conduit open before him, and it practically guided him, squeezing him, and it popped as he emerged from the lanterns. Sam held on to the source, keeping the strands split and forming a latticework of power around him. It wasn’t anything that he had seen in any of the almanacs, but rather something that he came up on his own, his way of weaving that power together so that he was ready for the possibility of an attack. Next to him, Tara still held on to her connection to the arcane arts, and Sam slipped several other strands into her weave, augmenting it. It wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t need it to be. And it certainly wasn’t strong. He didn’t have that strength any longer. But what he had was the quality of the weave that he was able to create, which was much greater than what he could have done before.

      He stood inside of the tower, feeling some rippling of energy around him.

      Tara looked over to him. “I thought we are going back to the Academy.”

      “That was my intention,” he said, “but you had to have felt it.”

      “What should I have felt?”

      “I could feel pressure building. I tried to resist it, but it was difficult.”

      “I only started to feel something, but we moved so fast. Faster than we ever have before. Is that because you were using multiple strands?”

      “That’s my suspicion,” he said.

      “But you were able to get us here without any resistance.”

      “I was.”

      “Do you think there might be a reason why?”

      “Well, I didn’t, but now I do.”

      “What if the Nighlan—and Rasan Tel—wanted us here?” she asked. “I know you believe this is powerful with a connection to the source, and that they might have preferred to send you away, but maybe in your weakened state—something they caused, I should add—they wanted you here. Destroy the vrandal. At least take it from you.”

      Sam looked around. He didn’t detect anything from the source woven along the walls, certainly nothing that might have been a trap, but he wasn’t sure if he would have noticed.

      He shifted his latticework of energy that surrounded them and began to gradually press it outward. It rolled slowly, beginning to reach the walls, and then from there, he pressed even further, trying to squeeze that out and into the stone around them. If he could find anything of danger here, he needed to know.

      He didn’t detect anything.

      “Try your arcane arts,” he said.

      “And what do you want me to do with it?”

      “Test for something. Anything.”

      Tara began to stretch out, using a simple spiraling pattern with the arcane arts, and that angulation began to turn the farther that she pushed it out from her, steady lines that jabbed out one way, before taking a ninety-degree turn and heading in another, working in something like a circle. She created that steady pattern all around until her connection reached the walls. She looked over to Sam and shook her head. He hurriedly added his own connection to what she did, finding that spiraling his own energy up and around hers granted him the ability to add to it. When he did, he felt a sizzle.

      Tara tensed. “What was that?”

      “A trap we didn’t notice,” he said. “When you’re ready, we are going to throw the power out from us, leaving it heading toward the wall. Understand?”

      “I understand,” she said. “I’m not exactly sure how you intend to throw power out, but I’m willing to try.”

      Sam started to smile. “We’re going to let it out. Throw it from us. When it strikes, I’m optimistic that we can trigger whatever is here.”

      Tara nodded. He glanced at the lanterns. Maybe it would be better if they were not here when that happened. He thought of how he could do that. He shifted the latticework that he had around them, making sure that he had five split strands, and quickly pressed about to each of the lanterns, and then nodded to Tara.

      As she pushed, he joined her, pushing away as well. Then he triggered the lanterns and the haze surrounding them. It engulfed them for a moment, the conduit taking them, and Sam held them in place. He focused on the Barlands, on this conduit, and maintained it for a moment, then two, and three, before returning them to the same space that they had just left.

      When they returned, he could feel some energy around them, and he realized that the walls of the tower had been shredded. Now a dark, stormy sky loomed overhead.

      “Did we do that?” Tara asked.

      “I think that was going to happen regardless of what we did. We just weren’t caught in it.”

      “How did you know to do that?”

      “It was a guess. Nothing more than that.”

      “Had you not . . .”

      “We probably would’ve been torn apart.”

      But the lanterns still stood. He wasn’t sure if it mattered that they had used the conduit. Maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference, but Sam couldn’t help but feel as if by using it, they had protected themselves.

      “I think it’s time for me to see if I can’t recover from my injury,” he said.

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” Tara grabbed his arm. “You told me what Rasan Tel was doing with the other conduits, and how he was calling the power of the source to them.”

      “He was calling upon the conduits, not necessarily the source.”

      “Whatever,” she said. “It seems like it works the same way. He was using the conduits to funnel the source, right?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What if he was somehow damaging the Barlands?”

      “I don’t exactly know why he would’ve done that.”

      “Who is to say why he would’ve done anything? This is someone who has been imprisoned for no one knows how long.”

      Sam looked around. He could feel the energy of the Barlands. Having been back here, it was so familiar, so comforting, and yet . . . there was an aspect of it that was distant.

      He looked over to Tara. “I need to do this. I need to know if I can regain my connection. I feel like I am diminished without it.”

      “I understand. And I want you to do whatever you need to do in order to recover yourself. I just think that we need to be smart about it as well.”

      She was right. He didn’t need to be smart, and so he held on to the most complicated weave of the source that he could. It was a protective one. It was layer upon layer, split strands that created a moving barrier that he could roll along with him. But it also did something else. It seemed to cut him off from the source. There was a part of Sam that began to question whether he needed to have that separation, or whether he needed to open himself up so that he could call upon that connection to the source and draw that energy in. But he had to be careful with it as well. As he strode forward, joining Tara, he couldn’t help but feel the energy here, feeling as if there was some aspect of it that he did not fully understand but needed to.

      The energy in the air was palpable. Sam could feel it flowing around him, and he trembled with it. What he wanted, more than anything else, was to find some way to capture that energy and funnel it through him so that he could break through the barricade that seemed to prevent him from accessing the full extent of the source.

      “Are you sure that we should stay here?” Tara asked. “It seems to me that if there’s something here, we should get help.”

      “But we’re here now,” he said. “And I can’t help but think that all I need is to break through.”

      She watched him, and he waited for her to counter and object with what he wanted to do, but she didn’t. Instead, she took his hand. “This is where you wanted to come, but think about what happened here, Sam. Think about everything that you have been through.”

      “I am.”

      They stepped through the remains of the doorway, out into the empty, bleak blackness of the Barlands and the crackling of lightning and thunder overhead.

      “It’s terrifyingly beautiful.”

      “I always thought it was a strange sensation,” he said. “But terrifyingly beautiful fits as well.”

      Lightning flickered. Each time that it did, Sam could feel that pounding through him, an energy that burst, energy that slammed through him, one time after another. It continued to batter around them.

      But he didn’t feel any shifting. He didn’t feel anything other than the power around him. As much as he wanted to, and as much as he thought that there might be answers around him, he could not find them. Sam had come thinking that he could learn about the connection that he shared, and that perhaps there would be something within that connection that he might be able to draw upon so that he could summon all of the power to break through that barrier.

      Another burst of lightning, and the sky turned purple. It did so for a moment, nothing longer than that, and then faded. When it did, the surge of power lingered.

      And with it was something terrifying.

      A glimmer of a shadow, a form made out of the greenish energy of the source. And it sent a wave washing over Sam. When it did, that power slammed into him, slammed into his hand, and looped around the vrandal. Pain began to burn as Rasan Tel attempted to shatter it.
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      Sam reacted as quickly as he could, looping a band of the source out and around him, sending it swirling through him and around in a way that would create layers of pattern and protection. He could feel that energy surging, even though it was not nearly as potent as what he would have been able to create. Still, the complexity of the pattern was what mattered.

      Lightning flashed again. This time, there came a dozen different figures, all of them around them. Tara let out a gasp.

      But none of that was what worried Sam. It was the pain in his hand where the sudden surge of the source had streaked around, looping past the vrandal. He had felt it as that energy had taken hold, and that wave of power had blasted him, holding the vrandal in the process.

      And now he saw the result of it standing before him.

      Rasan Tel.

      Sam would have recognized him anywhere. He had seen him in the prison, and had faced him, trying to counter him as much as he could, but even then, he had been overwhelmed. Now he was here.

      Worse, he was nearly free.

      The shimmering of energy sizzled again, and Rasan Tel stood near them fully formed, almost completely freed from his prison. Access points flowed from him, the connection to the source swirling around him, far more than Sam had ever seen from anyone else before.

      Rasan Tel took a deep breath and turned his attention to Sam. Darkness glittered in his eyes. He was taller than Sam had remembered, though when he had seen him before, it had been in a place that he had been merely manifested, his power contained and trapped. Now he was there for them in the flesh, such as it were. He had nearly destroyed the last remaining seal.

      And he would sever the last connection that Sam had to the true power that he had access to. Without the vrandal, what could he even do?

      Rasan Tel glanced at the remains of the tower. “I thought that was going to be enough to destroy your seal, but you’re clever. Aren’t you?”

      Sam looked back at the tower. All of that had been for him?

      He had managed to withstand it, but for how much longer?

      He squeezed his hand around the vrandal and let the connection to his source sweep around it, creating a dozen different barriers focused only around his hand, trying to contain the vrandal intact. He couldn’t risk separating the strands any longer than that, for if he did there was the possibility that he wouldn’t have enough strength to fight Rasan Tel.

      “Just let it go, boy.”

      “You’re going to have to take it from me.”

      “I intend to. You were easy to redirect, you know.”

      “You didn’t redirect me anywhere.”

      “You’re here, aren’t you? I thought I would see you sooner than this, but she recognized my influence and shoved you away.” His face contorted in a broad sneer. “I demonstrated too much to her.”

      Lilith. That was what he meant, but if that were the case, then it meant that Lilith had helped and protected him. When they had gone into the conduit, and when they had intended to go to the Barlands, she had been the one to push him away.

      All because Rasan Tel wanted to separate him from the vrandal?

      “You failed then,” Sam said.

      “Have I? You came here. A little later than I intended. I tried directing the conduits to draw them all to this one location, but it has taken a little longer than I anticipated. Regardless, the outcome is the same. And you’re as weakened as I intended,” he said, smiling with a wide sneer.

      “You still won’t have it off of me.”

      Rasan Tel spread his hands. Another burst of lightning struck, and when it cleared, Sam noticed that there were more Nighlan behind him. More than Sam had known had known existed. Each time the lightning struck, there came another surge and another. Far more than what he could withstand. It was almost as if Rasan Tel knew that he had more than they could handle.

      Which he probably did.

      “You might be able to get back to those lanterns, but do you think you can control the conduit? Do you think you can overpower what I permitted you to access?”

      Sam wanted to argue and tell him that he could. All he had to do was find a way to reenter the conduit, follow the lantern flow, and find his way beyond, but he knew that wasn’t going to be the key. Even if it worked for him, even if that was what he attempted to do, he doubted that they were going to be able to get anywhere. Maybe to Voran, but once he reached Voran, they were still limited.

      And that was what Rasan Tel counted on. He saw it in his face. He saw the way that the man watched him, the knowing look in his eyes.

      “You did better than you should have had any right to do,” Rasan Tel said. He started toward Sam, but Tara erected a rapid barrier around her, stretching toward Sam, using a complex weave of arcane arts, the angulation streaking outward.

      Sam hurriedly laced his own connection through it, little more than a thin band, but it was enough.

      “How long do you think that will hold?” Rasan Tel asked, glancing from Tara to Sam before tipping his head slightly to the others arranged behind him. “We have the numbers, as you undoubtedly can see. And it would be so much easier if you were to simply hand it over. You don’t have to perish for that. You do not want to perish for that.”

      “We aren’t going to,” Sam said.

      “It’s a shame that I didn’t know you sooner. I could have taught you,” he said. “I could have instructed you in those first attempts for you to reach your understanding of the source. If I had, think about how much you would’ve learned. You could’ve actually been useful. Instead, you have proven that you cannot. You are merely in the way of something more.”

      “And what is that?”

      He could feel Tara inching closer to him. He had no idea if they would be able to run quickly enough to get the lanterns. Holding on to five strands and each lantern made their travels fast, and given that these were the split strands of the source now, he had to think that he might be able to send a little bit more through the lanterns, and in doing so he might be able to sever that connection enough that it would add to the strength that he needed, but he worried that it wouldn’t. More than that, he worried that Rasan Tel would get to them first, and if he were to do so, they wouldn’t be able to outrun him.

      Rasan Tel would be able to destroy them. Sam hated that he felt that way, hated that it was true. And he didn’t want Tara to suffer. If it came down to it, he would have to find a way to protect her. He wasn’t sure what that might involve, but thought that it would require him sending her away, even at the expense of him staying behind.

      Maybe there was a way for him to trap the vrandal in the conduit.

      Were he to do that, though, he would only open that up to Rasan Tel chasing it. If he understood more about the conduit, he might find some way to use that to try to sweep it outward, but even that didn’t seem like it was going to be enough.

      Rasan Tel watched, as if waiting for them to come to terms with what they were dealing with. He seemed more amused than annoyed.

      “Have you worked through the situation? I seem to recall you taking quite a bit of pride in how you can analyze the circumstances, so I wanted to make sure that you felt that confidence now.”

      Tara took his hand. “Do we fight?”

      “He can’t have the vrandal,” Sam said.

      “Which means you have to get out of here,” she said.

      “That’s not what it means. We both have to get out of here.”

      She pulled on his hand. “I’m sure that you think that you’re going to protect me.”

      He had been thinking that, after all, but Tara knowing that about him didn’t help. “What can your pattern do?” Sam whispered.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. It was complex. There are several like it, and I know how to weave them.” She glanced over at Rasan Tel. “Do you think he can see what we’re doing?”

      “What I’m doing, but not what you’re doing.”

      “I’m going to form it in a tight wall. I want you to add your strands of the source through it.”

      “Tara?”

      “I don’t know if it’s going to work or not,” she said. “But I can feel you tensing. He’s doing something to you.”

      “He’s using his connection to the source on the vrandal. He’s trying to break through the protection that I placed.”

      “Can he?”

      “Probably.”

      “What will it do?”

      “To be honest . . .” Sam shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      If Rasan Tel broke through the protections, he would have access to the vrandal, and from there, he would be able to use whatever power he wanted in order for him to gain the necessary connection that he had been searching for. Perhaps even step out fully and freely. And if he did that, Sam worried about what would come next. He worried about the devastation and the destruction that would follow. And he worried about what would happen to all around him.

      Not just to Tara, but to the Academy, to everything within the Academy. That was what he had to be concerned about.

      He turned in place, feeling the energy here, and then looked out to Rasan Tel. “You win,” he said.

      Rasan Tel sneered at them. “Do I?”

      “You want the vrandal. I need you to give me a chance to give it to you. Which means letting go of your attack. I can feel what you’re doing to me, so let me release it first.”

      Rasan Tel regarded him. Sam couldn’t follow the complicated pattern that he formed. There had to be nearly fifty different access points drawn by Rasan Tel, and each of them incredibly complex.

      More than what Sam could follow. More than what Sam could hope to overpower. The strange, burning connection that Rasan Tel was trying to use on Sam began to ease, and he squeezed his hand around the vrandal. He nodded to Tara.

      She formed her weave.

      The angulation was quick, complex, and it surprised Sam just how fast she managed to work. He hurriedly split off a separate strand of the source, then split that, and hurriedly wove it within what she did.

      When she was ready, he nodded.

      Rasan Tel had seen what Sam had done and started toward him.

      Tara pushed out her angulated pattern.

      It exploded. It sounded something like thunder, and it crackled, the power of it rippling away.

      Sam didn’t give anyone a chance to react. He grabbed Tara’s hand and went running. He darted at first toward the lanterns, pulling her with him. She formed another explosive ball of power, and he hurriedly looped another strand of the source into it, thinking that he might be able to weave that through so that they could work together and escape, but even as he did, he didn’t know if it would fully work. It exploded outward, and he heard a shout and a scream.

      A barricade of power blocked them from getting to the lanterns.

      He raced around, pulling Tara with him, hurrying for a different angle. They needed to find a way through the barricade, but he wasn’t entirely sure what that was going to take.

      Tara stayed near him. She formed another angulated pattern and another. Each time that she did, he pressed the strand of the source into it, weaving that through what he detected. And each time that he did, there came another explosion.

      They turned, forced away from the lanterns and the remains of the tower. They had to get close, but Sam wasn’t sure how they were going to do so.

      “He’s guiding us away. Like we’re cattle,” Tara said. “We have to overpower him, but I don’t think you are strong enough for that.”

      He wasn’t, and he didn’t begrudge the comment from Tara. It was true. He wasn’t strong enough. He tried to break through the barrier in his mind, the separation that lingered, making it difficult for him to maintain any sense of what was happening, but he could not find a way through it.

      He kept thinking that there would be something here, some aspect of his connection to the source that would’ve shifted and permitted him to break through, but it was almost as if the energy of the storm around him did not make any difference whatsoever.

      They were forced behind a pile of debris.

      At least the remains of the tower offered them some protection.

      He turned to Tara. “If we get a chance to get the lanterns, I want you to go.”

      “If we get a chance to go to the lanterns, we’re both going, Sam. I don’t know where, especially if he truly does control conduits, but we can get to Voran, and we can try to regroup.”

      If they got to Voran, Sam had little hope of thinking that they would find any way to be safe. There was no food or water there. It was a matter of shelter, nothing else. And they would be stuck. Still at the mercy of Rasan Tel. Always at the mercy of Rasan Tel. He would not be trapped there.

      They could wait and hope for the possibility of someone saving them, but it involved counting on somebody else. And with Joiner having been taken, and Lilith having been taken, he didn’t know who else they could count on.

      No one. It had to be them.

      “Do you think you could send some sort of a signal?” he asked.

      “A signal?”

      “I don’t know. Something that somebody with the ability to use the arcane arts might be able to detect from a great distance. If Havash and others from the Academy knew that we were here, we might be able to let them know to come for us.”

      “Even if they know that we are here, Sam, how do you expect them to get to us? The conduits may not be closed all the way to here, but I really have a hard time thinking that anybody that might be in the Academy would be able to help us.”

      “We can’t just stay here,” he said.

      “Then what would we do?”

      The stone they were standing behind shattered, and he and Tara were thrown back. Thankfully, they were still holding on to each other, and they were tossed in the same direction. He staggered to his feet, spinning, and began to form his own protective pattern, but it wasn’t fast enough.

      Rasan Tel was there, and he began to loop his own connection around Sam’s hand.

      It was a powerful pattern, far more concentrated than what he had used before. That time, Rasan Tel had been holding back.

      This time was different.

      He looped incredible power around Sam’s hand. Sam felt it as a painful, almost overwhelming burn.

      He cried out, and tried to use any way that he could to connect to the source and create a barrier, but he was not strong enough to do so. He had the pattern, but not the strength. The Barlands didn’t help as he had hoped it would.

      Tara tried to help, adding her own angulated pattern around him, but he could already tell that she wasn’t going to be strong enough. Sam tried to jerk away, but he was held in place.

      “He’s coming,” he said.

      And he could feel Rasan Tel coming toward him, more so than he could see him.

      But he didn’t even need to come. Sam recognized what he was doing, the way that he was holding on to the power, and felt the way that it was flowing around Sam’s hand. It wasn’t focused on him so much as it was on the vrandal. On the seal. On the last point of barrier keeping him from stepping into this world in full.

      And if Sam lost it . . .

      But it was more than just that. Sam needed the power of the vrandal in order for him to access the source with full strength. Without it, he couldn’t overpower anyone. He would barely be able to draw much strength at all.

      He might not even be able to see.

      Tara stayed near him, but he could feel her worry.

      Sam hurriedly began to form the different connections to the lanterns. He had a vague idea of where they were, and if he could trigger them, he might be able to activate the lanterns and pull Tara into the conduit. He had no idea if it would work, but as he sent his thirty different strands of the source sweeping toward the remains of the tower, he felt the lanterns and how they triggered. The haze began to build.

      He looped whatever remaining power he had around Tara and tried to pull. She fought, but he ignored her fighting, ignored what she was doing, and tried to drag her, knowing that it was the only thing that might work.

      “Don’t do this,” she said.

      “I don’t have any choice. One of us needs to survive.”

      The haze began to build, solidifying.

      Then Rasan Tel strode toward him. He was formed mostly out of the energy of the source, but still he managed to grab Sam’s hand, prying it open, and he made a pattern that Sam couldn’t even follow, driving it down into the vrandal.

      It shattered in his palm, pain surging, practically ripping his hand off his body.

      The air hummed with lightning. Colors streaked across the sky. Different bursts of purple and yellow and even blue filled the air. And with one loud crackling of power, Rasan Tel stood before them in full.
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      Sam staggered back, holding the remains of the vrandal, but his hand ached. He could do nothing. And Rasan Tel seem to know.

      But he also seemed to dismiss Sam.

      Rasan Tel turned, looking toward the Nighlan, and he started speaking. Sam couldn’t focus on any of the words. There was too much pain in his hand, too much pain through him, which made it so that he couldn’t react in any way.

      Tara hurried to him, grabbing his hand, and though she wrapped him in waves of healing arcane arts, even that wasn’t going to be enough. Sam knew that it wouldn’t.

      “Let me help,” she said.

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

      His hand ached in ways that he had never felt before.

      But that wasn’t even the worst of it. He couldn’t see.

      The connection to the source was there, and he could feel it, but without the vrandal, the barrier over his mind made it so that it was too difficult for him to do much of anything. He certainly couldn’t access what he wanted in order for him to try to separate from this power. He wanted to fight, to find some way to overwhelm what had happened to him, but he could not.

      Everything was a blur. Everything but the crackling of energy around him.

      “Sam?”

      He was vaguely aware of how she held his hand, vaguely aware of what she was doing and how his pain started to ease. Tara really was quite skilled with the arcane arts. He needed to give her far more credit than he had. She used her surge of power to sweep a healing power through him. But he was distracted.

      He could see the strands Rasan Tel was using. He could focus on the pattern. It was more complicated than what Sam could use, mostly because the man had access to far more power than what Sam could use, but it wasn’t just that.

      He felt as if there was something to it that he could almost understand.

      And then he saw it.

      “He doesn’t draw upon all those access points,” he whispered.

      Sam had questioned that, speculating that it might be the key to all of it, but he hadn’t known with any certainty. Now that he saw it, he understood. There were only a dozen, maybe fifteen, access points. After that, Rasan Tel did the same thing that Sam had been doing. He split the strands. The difference was that Rasan Tel still had access to a considerable flow of the source, so that each of his strands was far more powerful than anything that Sam might be able to draw upon, but the technique was similar. Sam watched him weaving his power, recognizing the patterns, memorizing them.

      He held them in mind. He had seen patterns like that before in the books within Voran. Rasan Tel had knowledge that Sam had. He had more power, more strength, and more experience, but he was not more potent.

      Sam needed to find his way to the source.

      Lighting crackled. It seemed focused away from him.

      “Where are you going?” Tara asked.

      “I need to go away from here,” he said.

      “We all do. If you think that you can reach enough of the source, we could use the lanterns.”

      “No. I can see something.”

      “Sam?”

      “I think when I was trying to hold on to the source, while also trying to heal myself, I wasn’t aware of it as I am now. But I can see now. Look at the storm. Look at the lightning. It’s all gathered in one spot, more so than any others. I can see it.”

      “Then what do you want to do?”

      “I want to draw it.”

      “You want to call upon the storm?”

      He could feel that power humming around him. But it was more than just that. When Lilith had brought him here, Sam had been aware of the storm then. He had been guided here, guided to that power, and shown what he needed. It was because of that steady thundering and lightning that he had found some secret within the source that had helped him. It was because of that that he thought he had answers.

      He didn’t know if it would still work, though.

      Not weakened as he was. But he knew the source now. He understood it. If Sam could find some way to unlock it within himself, maybe he could draw on that source and free it from within. He might find what he was looking for.

      Rasan Tel was talking to the Nighlan. They were gathering. Preparing. They were going to attack. Sam had to do something soon. He could feel that, even though he wasn’t at all sure what that might involve. Still, as he watched, he was aware that something was taking place, and if they failed here, they would fail the Academy.

      Sam needed to find power.

      Rasan Tel was freed, but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t find some way to deflect him.

      Sam tripped. There was a rock in his way that he hadn’t seen. He started laughing at that idea. There had been many rocks that he hadn’t been able to see. His hands ached, though the one that had the vrandal on it no longer throbbed as badly as it had before. Tara had saved him from that torture. But he still hurt. It still pained him, as if he had been ripped free from his connection to the vrandal, much like what had happened when Bethal had attacked him.

      Sam didn’t want to deal with Bethal again. He didn’t want to deal with another attack on the Academy or Tavran though either. He was ready to be done with all of this. He was ready for Rasan Tel to be back in prison so that he could harm no one else.

      Tara was there, guiding him. He pulled and forced her away. It was farther from the lanterns and the tower than he had expected. He thought he would be close by, as if the tower itself would have drawn on that energy, but it didn’t. Maybe it once had, but perhaps that was why he wasn’t able to draw on it the way that he had before.

      He could feel that.

      As he stumbled, staggering, he heard a shout, and then Tara suddenly stiffened, forming an angulated pattern that stretched away from her, creating the barrier around him. He wanted to add to that barrier, but he feared that if he were to do so, he wouldn’t be able to see where they needed to go.

      “I don’t know how long I can hold out, but go do what you need to do.”

      “Come with me.”

      “They’re coming.”

      “We can do this together,” he said.

      “If you have some access that you can find, you need to get to it.”

      She pushed on him, but she used the pattern of angulation on him to shove him forward. The air crackled.

      And he realized something else.

      The haze had started to form.

      It was thick, and heavy, and it fluttered out.

      The lanterns.

      He turned. The haze was different than he remembered, but then again, he wasn’t trying to draw upon the source as he saw it. It flowed, billowing up and around the lanterns, forming what looked like a column of fog made out of the billowy energy of the source. He could see the conduit.

      Sam stood frozen. He had never seen the conduit. Then again, he had never stopped doing what he was doing and tried to look at it the way that he was now. He stood transfixed, but then that passed. A shape appeared.

      Then another. Then another.

      A burst of energy exploded. It was powerful with the source, nearly two dozen different access points, and they blazed, shooting outward, and slammed into some of the Nighlan near them.

      “Do you really think you can stop me now that I’m here?”

      “I intend to,” a voice said.

      A familiar voice. Joiner.

      “You failed. And you will always fail.”

      Another burst of the source flowed, and it came from a different angle.

      He recognized this as well. Lilith.

      And then there came the nearly blinding energy of the arcane arts.

      Dozens upon dozens of arcane artists stepped out and began to blast at the Nighlan.

      Sam could not pay any attention to either of them. He was focused on Rasan Tel, Joiner, and their battle. Rasan Tel created a loop of power, but Joiner severed it, using at least a dozen different access points. He didn’t know if Joiner understood how to split the strands, but with the strength the man possessed, it might not even matter. He had thought they were not evenly matched, but Joiner was powerful.

      “How is he even here?” Sam muttered.

      “I can hear something, but I can’t see what’s going on,” Tara said.

      “Joiner and Lilith brought arcane artists here. Maybe Havash. Others. I don’t even know.”

      “How?”

      “Maybe when I activated the lantern?” He hadn’t been focused on what he was doing, merely trying to draw Tara back to the Academy, but what if he had somehow triggered something there that had opened up a doorway? Maybe he had revealed where they were and how to find them.

      Or maybe it was merely chance.

      He couldn’t help but watch the two—well, three—users of the source. Rasan Tel was weaving at least thirty different strands, the pattern so complex that Sam could scarcely follow it, but he could. He recognized it from one of the almanacs in Voran and saw the key to it.

      Joiner must have noticed it as well. He cleaved through it.

      Lilith added her power. She fought alongside Joiner.

      He couldn’t doubt her any longer. She had saved them from Rasan Tel in the first place. And now she was battling him directly. She didn’t have the same complexity as Rasan Tel to her patterns, and neither did Joiner, but they were both powerful.

      Tara grabbed Sam, pulling them off to the side.

      “Nighlan,” she muttered. “Look.”

      Sam couldn’t see anything other than the power of glowing white coming from them. He recognized her patterns. Tara must’ve felt something, as she reacted, creating an arcing barrier that swept out. It struck two of them, but then she fortified it, pulling back, holding it as a barrier. “We shouldn’t be here,” she said, gritting her teeth. “I don’t know where we can go, but we shouldn’t be here.”

      Sam realized that she was using most of her focus to try to protect him. He could feel power and energy, but there was something else happening.

      “He’s opening conduits,” he said. “And he doesn’t even need the lanterns. There are Nighlan coming.”

      Even as Rasan Tell battled with Joiner, he managed to call upon the conduits, and he was drawing even more of the Nighlan to them.

      They would be overwhelmed.

      Rasan Tel was powerful. Sam had known that, and had seen that before, but this was something else altogether. Tel had most of his focus targeting Lilith and Joiner, but he also was opening up conduits, bringing reinforcements.

      Sam had to find some way to get to what he felt in the distance.

      “I need you to get me there,” he said.

      “Lead me. I will keep you safe.”

      “I can’t see anything.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing that I can.”

      He staggered forward. He was distantly aware of the patterns that Tara was using and could feel the way that she was weaving that energy, slipping it together so that she could draw upon the strength that she needed. She sent balls of explosive energy outward, blasting at the Nighlan. She was powerful.

      Sam couldn’t even imagine how powerful she was. And here she had claimed that she knew not nearly enough.

      He dragged her forward. The thunder and the lightning continued to crackle, and he could feel it guiding him. It was almost as if there were a funnel.

      And he realized why.

      It was shifted. Perhaps it had been over the tower at one point, but it wasn’t any longer. And as the lightning exploded overhead, he looked up.

      In the distance, he was aware of Nighlan battering at the arcane artists from the Academy. He was aware of Rasan Tel and Joiner and Lilith, the complicated weaves of their patterns bursting.

      But he focused only on what he could see up above.

      The source crackled.

      It was like raw source.

      “I need to reach that,” he said.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He had to find some way to connect to it on his own, but he didn’t know what that would involve. He thought of what Joiner had told him one other time, how he needed to find his own answers, but even as he stared up at the sky, he wasn’t sure that he would find those answers here. He could feel the power crackling, but he didn’t know if there was any way for him to come up with any answer.

      The lightning continued to crackle, and it burst above him.

      The source.

      That was what he needed to find. Some way to touch it, but how?

      How had he done it before?

      He focused on what he could feel of the source. It was faint. Little more than a spark within him, nothing of the bursting of lightning all around him. Certainly not the torrent of energy that he was accustomed to. But it was there. He pushed down through him, forcing the source to bubble up. As it did, he split the strands, and then split them again and again and again. He began to form the latticework of energy around himself, and then probed upward.

      “Something’s happening,” Tara said.

      She turned away from him.

      “I’m trying to see what I can detect of this.”

      As he probed upward, it seemed almost as if the lightning were crackling toward him. He could feel it. If only he could reach for it.

      Sam continued to push, letting that latticework flow up. There was nothing to it other than an incredibly dense weave of as many strands that he could form. It strained, like tiny filaments that stretched toward the sky, tiny strands of power that probed outward, waves of energy, and he reached out until he felt the outskirts of the storm.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      There was a burst of power, and Sam tried not to turn, but he lost his focus, and he spun. Rasan Tel was there behind him. Joiner and Lilith were using their connections to the source, weaving strands of power.

      “Do it,” Joiner whispered.

      “Do you think you will steal what is mine?”

      Sam focused, turning away. He had to reach for the source. He could feel that now. And he began to focus, forming the latticework again. As he did, he recognized something. It wasn’t quite right. He had formed this pattern by feel, but there was something about it that was similar to what he had seen on the spines of the books. It was power that could flow upward, that could directly connect to the source.

      And as he shifted it, he felt almost as if it were summoned.

      Rasan Tel roared.

      But even as he did, Sam had Joiner and Lilith behind him, both of them drawing upon power. Thankfully, he could feel Tara shooting out her own strands of the arcane arts, the angulation stretching away from her, and he could feel something more as well.

      Other arcane artists were there, joining them.

      Rasan Tel raged, trying to fight through, and with as much power as he had, he might even be able to do it. He was incredibly powerful. And Sam could do nothing to help until he had some way to break through that barrier in him.

      The source was there. That was what he had to reach. All he had to do was to stretch a little bit more, and he could feel that. Another burst of lightning came, and Sam probed upward with that latticework of energy.

      He shifted one more time, and he felt something take hold. As he shifted it, he recognized that he had formed the pattern from the spines of the book, and with a burst of lightning overhead, he connected.

      Directly to the source. It exploded within him. It called on him.

      It was a powerful burst of energy, so powerful that he could scarcely feel anything else around him. Everything turned white, the explosion so powerful, so overwhelming, that Sam felt as if he were being lifted.

      Then he was blasted down. It was like he had been driven into the ground. He didn’t know if he even moved, only that the power exploded within him, humming with energy. It floated down that latticework, a spiral of energy, a torrent that flowed toward him, a river of the source.

      And it struck him.

      Power that Sam had been missing suddenly consumed him. For a moment, he thought it would burn through him so intensely that he wouldn’t be able to fight it, but then that strange energy began to ease, finally letting up. And when it did, he still had the connection to the torrent of the source overhead, but the barricade in his mind was gone.

      And he could fight. Sam looked at the others. He watched as they battled. He saw what he needed to do. Joiner and Lilith had their connection to the source. Both of them were powerful, but they didn’t know how to split the strands. They were holding Rasan Tel from attacking in full. But it was what was happening around them, the other Nighlan, that Sam recognized as the true danger.

      He focused, drawing upon the source.

      He began to split his strands. Sam had access to five different access points. But as he split the strands, he realized something else. Something that he should have known before. Splitting the strands, even with this much power, slowed down the source so that he could see another access point, and another. He found thirteen before he stopped counting, having split the strands into fifty different powerful bursts of energy. He wove those through the connections that the arcane artists were forming, using that to attack the Nighlan, and then he hurriedly shifted it, forming the latticework of energy.

      Sam turned it upon Rasan Tel, holding him in that cage of power. Rasan Tel spun to him.

      “Do you think you can do this to me?”

      “I think you tried to separate me from the source. But you made a mistake. You taught me how to use it the way that you use it.” Sam used that latticework, and he sent it spiraling upward, toward the source. Raw source. “And you made another mistake. I think you were looking for something that you’ve not been able to find. I wonder why, and I wonder what that is.”

      Joiner was watching him, clearly trying to focus on the pattern Sam had formed, but he had inverted it, a difficult skill even with the simplest patterns, and this was incredibly complex. By inverting it, he would prevent them from seeing it easily. If they took the time to probe the pattern, they might be able to see what he was doing, but this made it difficult.

      “But I found it. And I will use it against you.”

      The latticework reached the storm clouds. It reached the source. And it streaked down, crashing toward Joiner.

      Rasan Tel shifted his attack. Rather than focusing on Joiner and Lilith as he had been, instead he pushed upward. He probed, trying to blast at the latticework, but it was holding him, and it was pushing him down. And Sam would keep holding, keep pressing, and he was determined to overwhelm him.

      He couldn’t speed up the attack. He couldn’t draw his power through the storm cloud any faster than it already was flowing, but what he could do was hold Rasan Tel in place. And maybe he could reform the prison.

      Rasan Tel seemed to recognize that something was amiss, and he stopped trying to blast at the cage of power Sam had formed around him. Instead, he locked eyes with Sam for a moment. Then he formed a different pattern. It happened so quickly, and with such speed and ferocity, that Sam could scarcely follow it.

      But then there was a haze building within the latticework.

      Joiner cried out. “He’s escaping.”

      Sam tried to speed the attack, to call the source down upon Rasan Tel, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      With a burst of that haze, a buildup of pressure, he disappeared. Sam’s latticework collapsed, and he sank to his knees.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam lingered on the battlefield. That was what it was, after all. It felt strange to think that he had fought Rasan Tel directly. They had not only survived; they had chased him off.

      They hadn’t defeated him, though. And now he was free.

      Joiner came over to him, resting his hand on his shoulder. “We’ve been looking for you.”

      “Where have you been?”

      Joiner grimaced. “Well, it did take a little time for me to escape from the Nighlan captivity, so I suppose I should be able to be forgiven for how long I took. Unless you think otherwise.” He glanced over. “It sounds like you had some difficulty with getting free from him yourself.”

      “We tried,” Sam said. “We got directed someplace. And I had to find a way to reconnect to the source enough that we could get free.”

      “You did well. I’ve never seen a pattern like that.”

      “It was in Voran.”

      Lilith’s breath caught.

      “I can show you how to get there,” Sam said.

      She nodded.

      Sam got to his feet. There were others here, and he could see the arcane arts blurring from them. The brightness and vibrancy from their patterns were different than what he had seen before. He took a deep, shaky breath, and grabbed Tara’s hand.

      “Is it safe to return?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. We chased him away, and I think . . .” Sam frowned. Now that he could call upon the source the way that he had, he wondered. He began to form it around him, splitting the strands, and focused on the same kind of pattern that Rasan Tel had used.

      As soon as he did, he realized that there was something about it that might be effective in forming the conduit. He released it.

      “How did you learn to do that?” Joiner asked.

      “It’s all about the strands. Not just the access points.” He focused on a single access point. Then he split it. Then he split it again. Then again and again. He released it. “I thought that it was about grabbing for multiple access points.”

      “It is,” Lilith said. She watched him, and seemed to be trying to study him, to understand just what it was that he had done. “When I was working with him, that’s what he told me was the key.”

      “I don’t think it is the key. I think he was keeping a secret from you. And when you split the strands, everything else seems to get easier. The hard part is remembering the patterns.”

      “For most,” Tara said, watching him.

      Sam shrugged. “For most.”

      Joiner nodded slowly. “I think I understand what he feared in you. He didn’t want you to discover that aspect of it, did he?”

      “I don’t think so,” Sam said.

      “What now?” Havash asked, stepping toward them. He wasn’t alone, and Sam raced toward the man who was walking with Havash.

      “Chasten?”

      Chasten nodded. He was glowing with the arcane arts, but he had a pair of alchemical devices, one in each hand.

      “They thought they could overthrow me,” he said.

      “How? Where were you?”

      “I had been looking for him,” Joiner said. He still regarded Sam with strangeness, as if he couldn’t quite make of what had happened to Sam, nor how he had managed to break free. But he turned his attention back to Joiner. “I found him. There were a few others as well. I’m not exactly sure why they targeted them, but it seems as if they were afraid of them.”

      “They should be,” Chasten said. “But I don’t think they were afraid of me so much as they wanted to use me and my facility. They wanted to get you.”

      “He destroyed the vrandal,” Sam said. “Which means that he is fully freed.”

      “He might be fully freed, but I think we know something that worries him,” Lilith said. “I saw his reaction, and I saw how hard he fought. He knows that you can put him back into prison.”

      “Which means he’s going to keep fighting.”

      “He will,” she agreed.

      And Sam had to be ready.

      It was time for them to study. It was time for the three of them to get stronger. Strong enough to contain Rasan Tel. Once they did, maybe they could reform the vrandals, hold him in prison again, or better yet, stop him for good.

      First, he wanted something else.

      His stomach rumbled. “You know what I want?” he asked, looking over to Tara. “I want food. A drink. And I want to sleep. Are you ready to get back?”

      Tara glanced over to Havash. “Are you sure you want to return to the Academy, Sam?”

      Sam took a deep breath. Did he?

      He didn’t feel like a student any longer. He wasn’t sure that he should, either. He understood the source in ways that he had not before, in ways that the man who had been brought in to work with him did not.

      Sam looked to Havash before turning to Joiner. “I don’t know that I want to go back as a student. I don’t feel I belong in that way any longer.”

      And now that Tara was no longer a student, Sam didn’t think that it made sense for him to keep up the lie. There was no point in any of it.

      He didn’t need to study the arcane arts the way that he had. He needed to spend his time devoted to the source, to alchemy, and to understanding all of that so that they could prevent Rasan Tel from succeeding.

      “I think that’s a reasonable request,” Havash said. “But we have a bit of a problem, from what I have ascertained.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It seems that you have grown more skilled than even your instructor, Joiner.” Joiner shrugged, and Havash turned to Sam. “So when you return, you will have a very different level of difficulty.”

      “What’s that?” He wasn’t sure where Havash was going with this, but he didn’t like it. Tara was watching Havash as well, her jaw clenched.

      “I don’t have any way of testing you, Mr. Bilson. Or should I say Master Bilson, as you are a master of the source. I don’t understand what that means, any more than you can truly understand what it means to be a master of the arcane arts.”

      Sam didn’t want to argue with him that he at least understood conceptually what it meant to be a master of the arcane arts, as not only did he know what it took to create those different patterns of angulation, but he also could see the angulation in ways that others could not. It was his gift, such as it was.

      “But I do know that were it not for you, he would not have been stopped here. So it seems to me that when you return to the Academy, and to your alchemy tower, you will do so as the lead alchemist.”

      Tara started laughing.

      Sam turned to her. “Why is that funny?”

      “Oh, it’s not funny because you don’t deserve it. You did figure out how to split the strands, and how to create a pattern that even Rasan Tel didn’t understand, so I’m not arguing with you that you are undeserving. I’m just thinking about what reaction you’re going to get from Gresham and Tracen and all of the others.”

      “You will have to teach them, Master Bilson,” Havash said.

      “I think I need to teach Joiner and Lilith first. And we need to spend some time in Voran. And we need to—”

      “Does that mean that you intend to return and take this assignment?” Havash asked.

      “I don’t want to be the head alchemist any longer,” Joiner said. “Besides, it seems like I need to study.”

      “I will take it,” Sam said. “And when I return, I think there’s one more thing I need to do before everything else.”

      Tara watched him before understanding dawned on her.

      Sam was going to have to find his sister, and he was going to have to explain everything. It was time she knew the entire truth. That would be the way to help her the most. It was the reason he had gone to the Academy in the first place, and it was time that he returned to it. All of this had started for his sister. He just hoped she would accept him.

      “I’ll help,” Tara said.

      And there was no one other than Tara that he wanted fighting with him.
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      The final book in The Alchemist: Alchemist Mastery.
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      Grab your copy now!
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Alchemist Arcanist. 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
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