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      There was a faint trace of magic from the temple in the distance, though nothing moved near it. The stone was crumbled, broken, a sign of age—the destruction, however, was newer.

      Jayna twisted the pale dragon stone ring on her finger, probing as she often did for Ceran. She could activate the ring by pushing power out through it, which would help her reach Ceran, the Sul’toral she was connected to, but he still hadn’t answered.

      It had been weeks since he had.

      Still, there had been a faint surge in the ring. It suggested dark creatures, which was why Jayna had come out here, but she'd found nothing.

      “Would you stop looking at that?” Eva said.

      Jayna tore her gaze away from the temple, looking over to the dark-haired woman walking alongside her. She had on a pale yellow dress today, and two silver enchantments, items the held magical power, in her hands that were not yet active.

      “I keep waiting for it to signal to me,” Jayna said.

      “That's not the only reason you're looking at the ring,” Eva said.

      “You don't have to come with me.”

      “I'm not leaving you, especially with your insistence on chasing after Asymorn—”

      “I'm not chasing after Asymorn.” At least, she didn't intend to. That would be for Ceran. If Asymorn appeared, Jayna wasn't sure she would be able to do much of anything. He would be far too powerful for her. “I'm looking into Gabranth.”

      “Who's dead.”

      Jayna turned back toward the temple. It was situated on the edge of the city of Nelar, near enough to the border of the forest that surrounded the western side of the city. There was much less moss along the surface of the temple than there was on other buildings in the city. The air here was humid and heavy, which she had become accustomed to since staying within the city. That surprised her as much as anything.

      “He might be dead, but there have to be others who served with him.”

      Eva stopped, looking over to Jayna, and holding her with the irritated gaze Eva often wore. “Why must there be?”

      “Because he wasn't alone.”

      “He wasn't, but he led them. Now he’s gone.”

      “And somebody else can replace him.”

      “Is that how you think these things work?”

      “I know it's how they work,” Jayna said. “My brother has been a part of the underground scene for my entire life. When somebody falls, another rises up and takes their place.”

      Eva slowed, then looked over to Jayna. “That's what this is all about. Your brother.”

      “No.”

      Eva chuckled. “I've been trying to figure out if it was about what Ceran asked of you, or if you were just scared about what happened,” she said, glancing down to Jayna's ring. “But it's neither of them. It's your brother.”

      Jayna opened her mouth to object before deciding against it.

      “Gabranth’s gone,” Jayna said. “I didn't even get a chance to find out what he knew about Jonathan.”

      “What if he didn't know anything?” Eva shrugged, motioning toward the temple.

      The stone inside of it had collapsed where they had crashed through during the battle with the Celebrants of Aysmorn, so the lower level where she had ultimately killed Gabranth was no longer visible. She could still almost see the space in the air where the rip in the fabric of the sky had been—where Gabranth had intended to free Asymorn. There were times at night when she did see it and worried it was real.

      “My brother had Gabranth’s symbol on the letter he left me,” Jayna said.

      “So?”

      “So he knew something.”

      “Or Jonathan just worked for him.”

      “It's more than that,” Jayna said.

      Eva regarded her for a long moment. “The problem is you don't know that.”

      “I don't know that,” Jayna said softly.

      Maybe that was her trouble. She had been hoping Ceran would provide her with answers, but he’d been absent. She needed lessons. If she had to deal with dark sorcerers, she needed to learn how to use her magic more effectively so it wouldn't be so difficult to withstand their attacks. He hadn't even offered that. Nothing more than instructions to remain in the city and be prepared. He’d said he would teach when he could, but so far, there hadn’t been time for it.

      “Would it be easier if I had Raollet send more of his thugs in your direction?”

      Jayna glanced over to Eva. “You would have him do that?”

      “I'm sure I could convince him to send more men to you. He's not far from here.”

      “His shop—”

      “He rebuilt. Or is rebuilding. I haven't stopped by to check.”

      Jayna shook her head. “I'd rather not deal with him again if I don't need to.”

      Thankfully, she hadn't seen any sign of Raollet's people in the last few weeks. Either he was too busy with whatever new plan he had, or he had simply given up on her. Jayna didn't care which one it was.

      The ring started vibrating again, a faint tension in her finger.

      She looked down at it.

      “Is that Ceran?” Eva asked.

      There wasn't much daylight left, and she preferred to do this when she could see, rather than trying to use magic to light her way to him. Chasing dark creatures and dark magic in the actual darkness put her at a disadvantage.

      “Not him.”

      She moved forward, following the steady vibration in the ring that was meant to guide her.

      It was the gift of the Toral ring—and the curse, if she were honest with herself. The ring itself granted power. It connected her to Ceran, and his Sul'toral magic, which made her powerful—certainly more powerful than she would have been had she remained in the Academy practicing sorcery. There were limits to sorcery. Limits to the knowledge she had while studying sorcery. There didn't seem to be the same limits with the Toral ring. It gave her power, but there was a part of her that worried it tapped into a dark power.

      She moved her hand from side to side, getting a sense of the direction, and wasn't surprised that it guided her into the forest.

      “The western side of the city?” Eva asked with a frown.

      Jayna nodded. She was thankful Eva was with her, for all her snarkiness. Eva could help, even though she often seemed obstinate. “Why?”

      “Well, this side of the forest is closer to the El'aras lands.”

      “The El'aras haven't come through here in centuries,” Jayna said.

      “So the fairies you saved from Raollet were my imagination?”

      “Fine. They have come through the forest recently, but they don't come here with enough frequency to be of any real threat to dark creatures. Is that better?”

      Eva shrugged. “I don't really care one way or another. I'm just commenting on how unusual it is. We've dealt with the dark creatures around the city over the last few weeks, and they have all been on the eastern side. What does it mean that they have moved to the western edge of the city?”

      Jayna shrugged. “It's not as if we have confronted hundreds of them.”

      “Even a few attacks is more than I think this city is accustomed to,” Eva said.

      She wasn't wrong, but Jayna didn't want to admit that.

      They followed the pulsing and vibrating of the ring deeper into the forest. The trees were dense here, the air carrying the humidity all the way in, and the farther they went, the more humid it seemed to be, almost as if the forest itself was its source.

      Jayna was prepared for the possibility that they would encounter some dark creature at any moment, but part of her worried somewhat about what Eva had said.

      What if this were something else?

      Maybe this wasn't a dark creature. Maybe this was a dark sorcerer.

      She needed to be better prepared if that were the case.

      She started to slow, weaving underneath a large branch, and stepping farther into the forest.

      “We should be a little more careful—”

      Jayna never had the opportunity to finish.

      The ring suddenly squeezed more tightly on her finger. It came regularly, quickly, and painfully. Whatever had triggered it was close.

      She started to focus on the dragon stone ring.

      She might need its power to defeat the dark creature. Sorcery often wasn't enough. It would work to a certain extent, but depending on the dark creature or dark sorcerer she had to deal with, it might not be powerful enough.

      Next to her, Eva had activated her enchantments, piercing her skin with the enchantments. Blood dripped from her palms, and as it did, smoke swirled outward.

      “Can you feel it?” Jayna asked.

      “There is something here I’ve noticed before,” Eva said.

      “Sorcery?”

      It surprised her that Eva would have detected anything that Jayna would also detect. Usually, Eva felt a different type of magic.

      “I'm not sure what it is.”

      They moved carefully.

      There was a break in the trees, letting more sunlight through, but the air felt even more humid. Jayna tried to ignore the pain flickering in her finger, and the way the dragon stone constricted, as if demanding her attention.

      She had to move carefully now. She didn't see anything.

      Then she felt it.

      She raised a hand. Not sorcery.

      If it were a dark sorcerer, Jayna would have detected something different. She was certain of it. Besides, what dark sorcerer would spend their time in the forest like this?

      This was some dark creature.

      “What have we dealt with recently?” Jayna asked. She needed the distraction as she prepared a spell. In the trees, the starburst pattern wasn't necessarily safe. She didn't want to burn half the forest down while destroying the dark creature. She could target it carefully, and if she lost a little bit of control over it, Eva might be able to put the fires out, though she'd never challenged her with that task before.

      “Banewig.”

      “Not for several weeks,” Jayna said.

      “Lark. Osifahn. Mavluv. And—”

      “Shisii,” Jayna breathed out.

      She could smell the stench of the creature. The shisii were one of the worst she had dealt with. They fed on the blood of other animals, and just as often, on that of dark creatures.

      She paused, traced out a quick pattern for a spell that would offer a layer of protection around her, and then pushed outward. At the same time, smoke swirled away from Eva, spreading across the floor of the forest. She looked over to Jayna, frowning.

      “There shouldn't be any shisii here,” Jayna said.

      “Shouldn't be?”

      “We’re too far from their lands.”

      “Where were we when we encountered them before?” Eva asked.

      “We were . . .” She frowned, sweeping her gaze around, looking for any sign of the shisii. She didn't see it, but she could smell it. It had to be close. The ring continued to throb, hurting her finger, telling her that whatever was out there was coming close. She knew she had to take action quickly. The shisii could latch onto her, and if it started feeding, the strange paralyzing agent in its bite would incapacitate her. “Probably on our way to Nelar.”

      “Exactly. We were on our way here. Close enough that it's not terribly surprising they would be here.”

      Jayna moved forward, then stopped.

      The air seemed to crackle with an unusual energy.

      Her ring continued to constrict, growing tighter and more painful on her finger.

      “It's got to be near here,” she mumbled, and Eva nodded, readying her own power. “Where are you?” She whispered the question and didn't really expect an answer.

      She was surprised when there was a soft hiss.

      It was to her left.

      Jayna swung her ring and blasted power outward with the blade of light spell. The shisii was close enough that if it were to suddenly surge and attack them, she wanted to have some defenses ready.

      The blade of light spell illuminated the forest floor, striking a tree, where it surprisingly did very little damage. That was almost enough to make Jayna pause.

      But she’d caught sight of the horrible, hunched-over form of the shisii.

      They were not tall—barely up to Jayna's knee—but they were small and twisted, with bulbous heads, large eyes, and strange, spindly arms. Their legs looked to be made out of twigs, but they moved fast. Impossibly fast.

      And there were two of them hunched over some other creature lying on the ground thrashing. The creature was still alive as they fed on it.

      “Is that—”

      “A banewig,” Jayna finished.

      The shisii were feeding on a banewig.

      “Your ring didn't tell you about that.”

      “Maybe it did. That could be the reason we’re here.”

      Or it could be because of both types of dark creatures. She couldn't wait.

      “Are you going to help?” Jayna asked.

      “I told you, this isn't the kind of thing I get involved in.”

      “You tried to tell me that once before, but we both know that wasn't true.”

      “It was as true as it should have been,” Eva said.

      Jayna clenched her jaw for a moment, and she focused on the nearest of the shisii.

      But she couldn't focus only on one. She had to deal with both of them.

      There were different sorcery spells that might be useful, but destroying the dark creatures would require something more than just sorcery.

      She would have to use the dragon stone.

      She didn't want to call upon that power unless she absolutely had to, but maybe if she did, Ceran would detect that she had tapped into it, and perhaps would decide she needed his help.

      She braced herself for the painful cold she experienced each time she used the ring. She hurriedly traced the snake spell.

      The pattern was simple, and the spell straightforward, and far more powerful than she thought it had a right to be. She was thankful again that Gabranth had used it against her. Had he not, Jayna would never have learned such a useful spell. She had been forced to utilize it several times in the month since the attack, and recognized the benefit of it. It didn't harm the person it held. It merely constricted around them. With enough tension, though, she could squeeze all the way through them, and wondered if it might even be fatal if she pulled tightly enough.

      In this case, it permitted her to pull all the way inward, then she could activate her dragon stone ring. As the snake spell looked around the shisii, they hissed again. The spell caught one, and she tightened it down.

      The other managed to jump. It was fast, and it wriggled free of her snake spell. The shisii climbed through the tree. It was moving quickly, and coming directly at them.

      “Eva,” Jayna said. She activated power through the dragon stone ring, sending as much as she could through it, and the other shisii popped, exploding with the power of the ring.

      Jayna looked up, trying to find the one that had gotten away.

      She readied another snake spell, but that wasn't going to be effective here.

      What she needed was . . .

      She hurriedly changed over to the starburst spell.

      “Be ready to put out fires in the forest,” Jayna said.

      “You intend to burn the forest down to take out one creature?”

      “That's not my intention, but if it happens, then so be it,” Jayna said.

      “You aren't going to do that.”

      “If you aren’t going to help me catch this creature, then I'm going to need to do whatever I can.”

      Eva frowned at her, and smoke streamed away from her.

      She caught a blur of movement—little more than that—then the shisii jumped. It was falling toward Jayna.

      She reacted.

      She pulled more power through the dragon stone ring—it was instinctive—and she called upon far more power than she had intended. As that creature tumbled out of the tree toward her, she blasted it with her Toral magic.

      She missed.

      The shisii landed on her, and Jayna felt a moment of panic. If the creature bit her, she would be paralyzed. She had no chance of trying to burn off that poison—not dark creature-based poison.

      She focused on the Toral ring, and summoned uncontrolled power. She forced it on the creature, smacking at it with her hand that wore the ring.

      The shisii screamed at her, baring its fangs.

      “Eva!”

      Eva couldn’t get to her in time.

      The shisii tried to bite down on her.

      Jayna embraced all of the power in the ring. When she did, she could feel the cold creeping up through her, almost uncontrollably. She knew the danger of doing this, but she was not about to allow the shisii to bite down on her and start to feed on her blood.

      The power of the Toral ring exploded out from her.

      It was more than Jayna had expected. Far more.

      The shisii hissed, which turned into a scream as it shot upward and hit the branch before it started crashing back down.

      As it hit the ground, Jayna immediately looped the snake spell around it, then activated that with the Toral magic. The creature exploded under the surge of power.

      As soon as it was done, she relaxed.

      Pain had reached her shoulder and had started to work into her chest. It was cold and biting. She had glimpsed the edges of darkness, but had released that power before it had an opportunity to clamp down on her. Her fear was the temptation to use more and more power. It was what Ceran had warned her against, but it was more than that. After having used as much power as she had while facing Gabranth, she had destroyed him.

      She had started down the path toward darkness and saw its complicated benefits. What was dark magic but one that fed on pain and violence?

      And the Toral ring was an easy way to access that.

      It had advantages. It granted her power that she wouldn’t be able to use any other way. And when she used sorcery in conjunction with the ring, she had far more control over it than she did most of the time—certainly more than she did when she released it, like she had to with the shisii.

      But there was always the promise of something more.

      “Is that it?” Eva asked dryly.

      Jayna shook herself, suppressing the fear that had worked through her at needing to summon as much power as she had. All for one dark creature. What would have happened had there been more? “You could have helped.”

      Eva looked around the forest. “I’m quite certain I did help.” She motioned to the branches overhead, and Jayna followed the direction of her gaze.

      Some of them were singed, and it looked like Eva had put out fires Jayna had nearly started.

      “Thanks,” Jayna said.

      She focused on the ring, half expecting to feel another pulse coming from it that would signify more dark creatures, but it never came.

      “We can go back.”

      “Just like that?” Eva asked.

      “Well, considering that I’ve now drawn a fair amount of power through the ring, I have to hope Ceran will pay attention to it.” Plus, she had to get away from here. She wanted to be anywhere but in the dark depths of the forest where these creatures were drawn to.

      “If he hasn’t paid attention to it so far, it’s unlikely he’ll suddenly do so now.”

      “I know,” Jayna said.

      She started to turn when she saw movement on the forest floor.

      She focused on the blade of light spell. Sorcery could handle this.

      She blasted the banewig, incinerating it, and glanced over to Eva, shrugging.

      The other woman sent a swirl of smoke streaming around the banewig, and when the haze of smoke cleared, the creature and the fire that had been there were both gone.

      “I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink,” Eva said.

      Jayna could use a glass of wine or ale. Maybe two.

      “The Able Angler?” Jayna asked, as they made their way through the forest. They hadn’t gone nearly as far as she had thought, as the edge of the city soon came into view.

      “I was actually thinking the Wicked Pint. We should probably check on Topher.”

      That surprised Jayna, but she wasn’t going to say anything to Eva. If Eva wanted to worry about someone else, even Topher, then who was Jayna to argue? But it had been quite a while since Eva had been to the Able Angler. It left Jayna wondering if she had some reason to avoid it, but Jayna may have been simply overthinking things.

      By the time they had reached the tavern, darkness had begun to fall. It wasn’t completely dark, not yet, but it certainly was late enough that Jayna didn’t feel bad sitting down and having a glass of ale. The tavern owner—a tall, older man by the name of Robert—sat behind the bar cleaning glasses, and nodded when they came in.

      Eva reached the counter, visiting with Robert for a few moments, before returning with a couple of glasses of wine.

      “You and Robert?” Jayna asked.

      “Are you kidding me? He’s half there. I just wanted to know if he would start the fire.”

      Jayna glanced over to the darkened hearth. “You do realize it’s still quite warm.”

      “A wet warmth. I want a dry warmth.” Eva wiped her hand along the surface of the table, smearing the moisture. “And he agreed.”

      Jayna chuckled. “Of course he agreed. There aren’t too many men who refuse you.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Jayna grinned as she took a drink of her ale. “It just means you have a way with men.”

      “I have a way of talking to people,” Eva said.

      Jayna smiled behind her glass.

      “Speaking of which, you could use a little companionship. Why don’t you run over to the outpost and find that friend of yours? I’m sure he’d be more than willing to accommodate a toss in the sheets,” Eva commented.

      Jayna snorted, covering her mouth with her hand and setting the mug down. “I am quite sure Char has no interest in any toss in the sheets with me. Especially now.”

      “The Society hasn’t come to our door yet.”

      “They haven’t,” Jayna stated.

      “Which means he hasn’t brought them to you. Or he’s shielding you from them.”

      “Or he’s shielding them from me.” Char believed Jayna had dark magic. She couldn’t deny it, not anymore, but it was how she used the dark magic that mattered. Maybe Char thought to protect her from the Society. “Besides, I’ve been too busy for that sort of thing.”

      “Too busy to find a pretty man and spend a few moments with him?” Eva asked.

      The door opened, and was almost as if Eva had summoned a pretty man. The dark-haired man who entered the tavern was well-dressed and had a strong chin, but it was his eyes Jayna noticed most—bright blue, with a hint of playfulness.

      “Fine,” Jayna said, glancing over to Eva. “I’m going to find a pretty man to busy myself with.”

      Eva downed her drink, looked over to the door, and chuckled. “He wouldn’t be my choice, but it’s about time.”

      Jayna ignored her, getting to her feet, and joined the man at the bar.
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      Jayna focused on the dark-haired man lying on her bed.

      The inside of Jayna’s room was dark. It had a vaguely off-putting odor, a mixture of sweat, heat, and the incense Eva had demanded she burn. Jayna let out a soft sigh, trying to ignore the smell.

      Rosal hadn’t moved for the better part of an hour, ever since he’d staggered back to her room and collapsed on her bed.

      From her position in a chair next to the bed, Jayna found herself watching, studying him, waiting for him to come around. If nothing else, she wanted him to explain himself. They had shared a few drinks in the tavern the night before, a few kisses, and they had come back to her home to have a little more conversation when he’d passed out.

      What kind of man did that?

      The kind of man who was willing to follow a woman back to her home in the middle of the night, that’s who. She didn’t know anything about him other than his name. Rosal had shown up in the Wicked Pint tavern, a place she generally wouldn’t have spent much time in, but for nearly having a shisii bite her.

      Maybe it had. That might explain why she’d brought him back with her.

      She shouldn’t blame a dark creature on something she had done.

      That was all me.

      The man stirred a little, rolling off to his side.

      He was an attractive man, which she appreciated as sobriety claimed her. After having a few pints of ale, everything had gotten a little bit hazy, not only her common sense, but her ability to judge a man as well. She remembered him being interesting, though she didn’t remember why. She also remembered thinking he was pretty, and he had full lips, and . . .

      Jayna pushed those thoughts away, watching him.

      She was ready for him to wake up and leave. She was of half a mind to simply kick him out of her bed, maybe drag him out to the living room where Eva would deal with him—probably more harshly than he deserved—but it was her fault he was here in the first place. Had she not been so willing an accomplice, he wouldn’t have ended up in her room. He wouldn’t have ended up in her home. He wouldn’t have ended up here at all.

      But sitting here gave her a chance to think.

      There were times when it felt like that was all she did these days. Jayna twisted the dragon stone ring on her finger. The milky-white surface of it was smooth and warm, the way it often was—which was surprising given how it left her hand burning cold when she used it. The device opened her to some greater energy, and it was because of the dragon stone ring that she had become a Toral, a hunter of dark magics.

      All because of her family. All to find her brother.

      That was what she told herself.

      Jonathan might be part of the reason, but he wasn’t the entirety of it. She had gone looking for dark magic once she’d learned what happened to her parents; she had wanted to know who was responsible and how such magic was even possible. She had been unable to find those answers at the Academy, and so had chased them in a different way—one that would bring her into contact with different, darker, and more intense powers.

      It was those powers that had nearly killed her in the city already.

      Jayna shivered. That was odd. She was never cold in Nelar.

      Something was different.

      She sat up, adjusting herself on the seat.

      Maybe it was just her imagination. She’d been sitting and thinking about the Celebrants of Asymorn, and thoughts like that happened to bring her into darker places. She couldn’t ignore how her mind tended to drift, wandering toward that darkness, struggling with what it meant and where it would bring her. It was the one thing she feared about the way she’d defeated the Celebrants of Asymorn. She had tapped into some other energy, some part of the dragon stone ring that had changed things for her. Regardless of what she might want to believe about herself, she had felt the energy it had permitted her—its darkness and its power.

      Jayna sat in place, twisting the ring again, thinking about that energy. It was there, if she were to close her eyes, feeling for it at the edge of her vision. She could practically hear it calling to her, and there were times when it truly did so.

      She tore her focus away and released the power of the ring.

      Instead of the dragon stone, she would use sorcery from now on. That was easier. Cleaner. And didn’t hurt the way the Toral magic did. She might run the risk of sorcerers paying attention to her, something she had intended to hide from ever since leaving the Academy, but perhaps she had to stop fearing the Sorcerers’ Society and acknowledge she belonged in that world and she belonged with her magic. She had already drawn the attention of the Society more than she preferred. Hopefully, Char would keep them from focusing on her, but there was the possibility that they would discover her presence in the city. Even Jayna, who had incomplete training in sorcery, could tell when others used sorcery around her. A full-blown sorcerer would have no difficulty with that.

      And if they discovered her presence, and if they feared her involvement in dark magic, she could easily imagine what they would do to her.

      Especially now that she had faced the Celebrants of Asymorn and defeated one of the most powerful sorcerers—without Ceran helping.

      Her mind raced, but she needed sleep. Now she couldn’t sleep, not with the strange man lying in her bed. She could go back out to the hearth room, but if she were to do that, then she had to deal with Eva—and at this point in the evening, Jayna wanted nothing more than to ignore Eva until she was sober.

      The man stirred again.

      She watched him, cursing to herself. What was she thinking bring a man like this back here? Maybe she had done so because she hadn’t spent much time with any men since reaching Nelar. The only one she’d spent any time around had been Char, and he didn’t want anything to do with her—certainly not in that way. Now that he believed she was complicit in the use of dark magic, there would be nothing more than the casual friendship they’d had ever since the Academy.

      The air was cooler.

      Jayna sat up.

      She was certain of it now.

      She ducked out of the room, hurrying down the hall. The effect of the ale she’d drunk lingered within her, and she staggered, nearly stumbling as she hurried toward the main room. It was a wonder Eva managed to drink so much and never struggled. The blasted woman could drink most of the night and function almost normally, not at all like Jayna. Even two mugs of ale would throw her off.

      The main room was relatively quiet. Eva sat slumped in her chair, an empty wine glass resting in front of her, though Jayna didn’t see the wine bottle.

      Her black hair had a hint of red in it, not like Jayna’s dark red hair, though Eva’s might only be reflecting the crackling flames coming off of the overly hot hearth. For whatever reason, Eva liked to keep the fires crackling wildly, and they burned through a significant number of logs.

      Topher rested in the chair opposite Eva, his head rolled toward the fire, snoring softly. He had on a deep-green jacket and pants, and a book rested on his lap. Had he been reading to Eva?

      Jayna shook her head. Ever since she’d rescued him from the Celebrants of Asymorn—which had actually happened twice—Topher had crashed with them. Most nights, he ended up sleeping in the chair, or curled up in front of the fire as if he were some lapdog who hadn’t a place to stay, but sometimes he ventured back and slept in Eva’s bed, since she rarely used her room.

      The temperature change wasn’t noticeable here.

      She hurried back to her room, pausing a moment. As soon as she stepped through the threshold, she felt the shifting energy in the air.

      She hadn’t imagined it.

      Worse, she could feel the changing coolness, the pressure building, and recognized something was going to happen soon. She didn’t know if it was dark magic, though her dragon stone ring didn’t constrict the way it would if that were, indeed, the case. She twisted it around her finger, testing for anything that might be there, but detected nothing.

      She made a quick pass around the inside of the room, and worked a hurried spell. In doing so, she pushed out a bit of power. It was a barrier type of spell, a protective coating that she placed around the room. As soon as she solidified magic through it, the temperature in the air began to increase again.

      Definitely not her imagination, then.

      Whoever was out there, and whatever they intended, had significant power.

      And it was targeting her.

      Gabranth’s followers?

      That was her first thought.

      They still wanted vengeance for what she had done. She believed she had stopped all of them, but Gabranth was powerful, and she wouldn’t put it past him to have revealed her name, and her presence in the city, to others with him. It was part of the reason she had been on edge ever since stopping the festival.

      Raollet and his thugs? He preferred dangerous enchantments.

      It might be him.

      Or something new.

      That would be worse.

      She sent a quick summons through the ring to Ceran the way she often did when there was a significant magical presence, but she doubted he’d respond quickly. He’d made it clear that he had another important task, though Jayna didn’t know what to make of that.

      She had spent the last few weeks placing various patterns around the home, different spells she could solidify if it came down to it, but there was only so much spell work effective against a dark sorcerer. The only thing she really had that would offer her protection was the dragon stone ring, and the knowledge she possessed as a Toral. Without that . . .

      The temperature started to drop again.

      Her breath plumed in front of her, and she stopped in the middle of the room.

      Rosal shifted, rolling so that he lay on his back.

      She needed to wake him up.

      If the Celebrants attacked her now, she didn’t want him stuck in the middle of it.

      She kicked the bed.

      He moaned, stirring for just a moment, then tipped his head off to the side, falling asleep again.

      Great. How much ale had he drunk?

      It had to have been more than what she’d seen. Maybe he’d been at another tavern before he’d come to the Wicked Pint.

      The temperature continued to drop, the air shifting, getting colder and colder.

      She twisted the dragon stone ring.

      The only other way for her to know what was going to take place was to summon power through the ring, something she hesitated doing, especially since the last attack. She wanted to ensure her safety, but she also didn’t want to be drawn into the dark magic that threatened to overwhelm her. She worried what would happen if she were compelled to follow that power—what it would mean for her and whether she would start to succumb to the darkness.

      If she did nothing . . .

      That wasn’t an option. Not against dark sorcerers.

      Jayna pulled upon the energy of the Toral ring.

      Cold began to bloom up her hand. It was the same sensation she felt every time she touched the connection the Toral ring granted her and Ceran, tying her to his magic. It started in her finger, a bloom of painful cold, and quickly worked its way up her arm.

      At first, it was a matter of connecting to that power. There was a superficial layer of power there, and it was available to her easily, but it didn’t take long before she found herself pressing deeper into that connection, recognizing that superficial layer led her toward something else. It happened quickly, almost without her intention.

      Energy and power practically buzzed within her as she focused.

      The temperature in the room suddenly dropped even more. Jayna looked around. As the temperature shifted, she could feel something changing. Energy built around her, and Jayna braced for what was coming next.

      A massive explosion tore through the room.

      It struck the back wall. Thankfully, there wasn’t much there other than a table that Jayna had not used. The explosion ripped through the stone, and a pale, almost purplish flame began to creep along the walls. It didn’t pass through the spell she’d placed around the perimeter of the room, thankfully, so whatever preparation she had managed to make was enough.

      The explosion woke Rosal up. He stirred, looking around, blinking. “What happened?”

      “An explosion. Get moving.”

      “Where . . . where am I?”

      Jayna shook her head. Could he really not know?

      How unmemorable was she?

      “Just get going. Out of this room, down the hall, and out the door. I don’t know what’s taking place”—well, she suspected it was dark magic, but she wasn’t about to tell some stranger that—”but you need to get moving.”

      He staggered to his feet, standing there dumbly for a long time.

      Energy began to build again, and Jayna ignored him, turning her attention to the now open section of the wall.

      Now that she could look outside, she noticed the darkness swirling, shadows moving, and at least one figure. She couldn’t tell what they were doing, but the way the Toral ring constricted on her finger suggested they were using some form of dark magic.

      If they were one of the Celebrants, she was going to have some difficulty defending herself.

      Dark sorcerers were a challenge for her. She was accustomed to fighting dark creatures, and though she had thwarted Gabranth’s plan, that didn’t mean she wanted to deal with more of them.

      First, she had to put the flames out.

      They were crackling along the walls, raging through the stone, and the longer she waited, the more likely those flames would continue to work their way inward and begin to rip through the entirety of their home.

      Rosal remained fixed in place, gazing out at the opening, his eyes wide as he stared at the flames. Jayna grabbed him and pushed him, sending him staggering down the hallway.

      Once he was gone, she faced the flames.

      There was a particular sorcery spell that might be effective in extinguishing them.

      Jayna summoned the spell, tracing out the pattern in the air. It was a series of interlocking lines, with an irregular, oblong shape surrounding it. It was designed to capture and constrict. She had learned this spell from the spellbook she had stolen from Char and the Society. The spellbook had uses, especially with the kinds of things she and Eva did. She didn’t know what the Society would call it, but Jayna liked to refer to it as the magic ball.

      She had never used it on fire before, though she suspected it would work. What was fire but something that expanded when it had a chance to do so?

      Jayna finished the spell and sent it at the nearest of the fires.

      It touched the fire and nothing happened. Jayna tried something else, shifting the spell itself just a little bit, and adding a hint of a different sort of power to it.

      This time, she tried to cool it. She didn’t know if that would even work. At this point, having felt the strange temperature drop, she had to wonder if perhaps the flames were made entirely of dark magic.

      If they were, traditional sorcery wasn’t going to work, as it was rarely effective against dark magic. She could feel energy continue to build around her.

      Jayna shifted to a different approach.

      She decided to use the dragon stone ring.

      As she focused on the power within the ring, Jayna swept her gaze along the fire. It was moving quickly, continuing to burn through the stone. That left no doubt in her mind it was a dark magic. There was no way a natural fire would burn that way, not like this.

      It was heading toward the other part of the home, and pretty soon, it would continue stretching outward until the entirety of the home burned down, leaving nothing.

      Jayna opened herself to the power from the dragon stone ring, connecting to the power Ceran granted her. She tried not to think about how it tapped into something darker. It had to, as that was what she glimpsed at the edge of her magical vision every time she attempted to pull upon that power. It lingered there, just at the edge of her awareness.

      She pushed that power out from her and around the flames, an uncontrolled sort of energy. Jayna needed to be closer.

      Suddenly, the flames exploded, pressing upon her. They had more heat than they had before, and now the purplish flames began to dance, rising with an increased intensity. Jayna pushed outward again, drawing through the dragon stone ring, using the Toral power, but it didn’t do anything.

      This dark magic was too much for her. She blasted at it anyway.

      “Get out of the way.”

      She glanced over to see Eva grabbing her by the shoulder, tossing her off to the side.

      Eva stood with her hands clenched at her sides, blood dripping from the enchantments—or whatever they were—in her hands and creating steam. Smoke drifted around her, swirling steadily, working its way up and through Eva before flooding outward again and surrounding the flames on the wall. The flames danced for a moment, crackling where the smoke touched the fire, as if they attempted to burn through the smoke itself, but then the flames started to fade. Eva remained motionless, hands locked at her sides, holding them there for a long time, the power within her constricting the flames.

      Eva had a vastly different kind of magic than Jayna, though Jayna was still trying to come to grips with just how powerful Eva was. She had seen her using her abilities many times, but she’d never seen anything quite like this.

      Gradually, the smoke started to push forward, and the flames constricted even more, until they died down altogether, leaving nothing but a smoky haze layering over the room. There was nothing left in the room, no sign of the fire, and no sign of who had attacked.

      Once the fire was out, Jayna stepped forward, looking out into the darkness, but she didn’t see the attacker. She glanced back at Eva, but she had already stumbled toward the front of the home, leaving Jayna there alone.

      She assumed it was the Celebrants, but Gabranth was gone. More than that, this was a different kind of magic than they had used before, a strange sort of fire she couldn’t contain. Raollet might use enchantments, but Jayna couldn’t imagine any enchantment that powerful.

      Jayna couldn’t help but wonder: Who had attacked her now?
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      The morning sunlight streamed in through the opening in the room, and Jayna sat in front of it, working on a spell to create a layer of power that would seal the opening off. Jayna had traced patterns into the ground along the wall, both on the inside and the outside of the home, and within those patterns, she intended to try to rebuild the stone. That was complicated magic, but not so complicated that she didn’t think she had the ability to do it. The complex part was in trying to hold the stone in place while she reset the fragments that had shattered, exposing her home to the alley behind.

      She had the spellbook resting on the bed, open to another spell that she would never have learned had she not borrowed the spellbook from Char. Knowledge like this would’ve been kept from her. This kind of power was beyond the Toral magic, at least the way she knew how to use it. She was thankful for the spellbook.

      She couldn’t focus though. Rosal had run off as she asked him to, but now she had to wonder why this attack had come now.

      “Jayna?”

      She looked over to the voice coming from the doorway. Topher stood there, holding on to some charred object in his hand, and he twisted it while he fidgeted, waiting for her. He seemed like a restless child, which he often acted like, especially since he had recovered from the dwaring attack, dark parasitic creatures that tried to feed on those with magic. Jayna didn’t know what he had been like before then.

      He ran a hand through his long hair, smoothing it back.

      “What is it?”

      “Eva suggested I show this to you. I was going to let you keep working, as I know you’re busy with . . . whatever this is.” He took a step into the room, sweeping his gaze around, his eyes widening. “You’re trying to rebuild the wall?”

      “I’m trying,” Jayna said, muttering as she focused on the stone again. Not only would she rebuild it, but she needed to build it stronger and more fortified than it had been before. She had to force even more power into it. She used only sorcery, and a trace of sorcery at that—nothing with much power that would reveal her presence. “What do you need?”

      “Well, I’ve been trying to help figure out what happened.”

      “I was attacked,” she said, turning her attention back to the stone. She didn’t need to deal with somebody like him this morning. It was times like these when she just wished Topher would go back to wherever he came from, but he had stayed. She hadn’t the heart to kick him out—not after what he’d gone through. The dark magic wasn’t his fault, and had he not shown up at her doorstep after his first encounter with the dwaring, she might not have uncovered the dangerous plot anyway. “That is what happened.”

      “I know you were attacked. I went outside to see if I could find anything. I figured there might be some evidence of whatever, or whoever, had attacked you, so when I searched . . .”

      Jayna turned her attention away from the stone. She still held on to the spell, but if she diverted her focus too much longer, she was going to lose that control. As it stood, she didn’t have enough control over her magic to afford to lose that focus too often. The spell would collapse on her.

      “What did you find?”

      “This.” He held out the item in his hand, and he shrugged. “I found this resting outside in the alley by your wall. It didn’t look like much. First, I thought it was nothing more than debris from the wall. There was certainly enough of that. Well, there had been until you started rebuilding this, but as I looked at it, I recognized there was something to it.”

      Jayna was careful not to grab the item too quickly. Anything that she might do, any movement she might make, might disrupt the magic she attempted to pull upon now. She needed to maintain her focus, but at the same time, if he had found something that the dark sorcerers had used in their attack, then she wanted to see it.

      “What is it?”

      Jayna tore her gaze away completely, and the section of the wall that she’d been building collapsed.

      “I can’t be certain, but . . . Well, you know I have a talent with enchantments.”

      “You’re a dular,” she said.

      “That’s not what they used to call me, but sure. If you want to call me a dular, then fine.”

      “That’s what we called people with your skill set at the Academy.”

      “They used to call us sezaren.”

      Jayna frowned, focusing on the enchantment for a moment before looking up at him. “I haven’t heard that term before, but it has some connotations in the old language.”

      “It seems a bit offensive.”

      Jayna smiled, taking the item from him, and she probed at it with a bit of sorcery. There came a reverberation of energy within it. It definitely was an enchantment, though she couldn’t tell what it was or why it worked.

      “What if there isn’t anything offensive about it? It’s mostly just a title.”

      “You know what sezaren means?”

      Jayna looked up, frowning at him again. He didn’t say anything. “I thought I did.”

      “It’s an old word. Sezaren. One who can do little.”

      Jayna shook her head. “That wouldn’t be the full distinction,” she said, turning her attention back to the enchantment. “I learned the ancient language in my studies, and the derivative terms for sezaren would not denote one who can do little, but one who focuses.” She looked up at Topher. “And you do focus. You don’t have the breadth of skill that a sorcerer has, but you’re a focuser of skill.”

      “It’s still offensive,” he muttered. “And it’s meant to be hurtful.”

      Jayna looked up from the enchantment, focusing on Topher for a moment, and shook her head. She wasn’t trying to offend him, and she certainly didn’t want to upset him.

      “Do you have a different title you’d like to be called?”

      “I just want to be called Topher. Is that too much?”

      “What do you think of dular?”

      It was the title she had used for those who created enchantments when she was at the Academy, but she wondered if maybe there was something she had missed. Sorcerers certainly revealed an element of arrogance when it came to enchanters. Those who were only able to create enchantments didn’t have nearly as much power as full sorcerers, and it was easy for her to see how somebody like him would be upset by that distinction, especially if it were codified.

      “I don’t know anything about that term, so I suppose it’s fine.”

      “I don’t mean any disrespect by it. Dular doesn’t even have any implications in the old language, so if that’s your concern . . .”

      “That wasn’t my concern, but . . .” He shook his head, forcing a smile. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For taking my concern seriously.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I don’t know. There are quite a few people who have no problem with insulting the dular.” He said the word strangely, with a bit of an emphasis on the first part rather than the last. “All we want is to use the power that we have available to us. Is that wrong?”

      “I suppose not,” Jayna said.

      “Anyway. Can you determine anything about it?”

      Jayna shook her head, studying the enchantment. There was definitely power within it, but it was going to involve her calling upon more than just sorcery to understand it. The detail on the enchantment was exquisite—swirling lines that looped together, creating an intricate pattern—which suggested it was either from an incredibly gifted dular or a sorcerer.

      For it to create fire like it had, it wasn’t going to be a traditional type of enchantment. Dark enchantments were not only difficult to create, but also to hold. Unlike enchantments created with sorcery, dark enchantments tended to fade fairly rapidly. They didn’t last long enough to be of much use. That finite lifespan was beneficial to Jayna in that they couldn’t be carried over great distances, but also created a difficulty in tracking them.

      “I can feel something in this,” she said softly, holding on to the enchantment and looking over to the opening in the wall. Jayna traced the enchantment in front of the wall, pacing in the opening, feeling the power within the enchantment, wondering if perhaps it was responsible for what happened. If the enchantment had anything to do with the fire, then she had to see if there would be any way for her to discover the key to it.

      The power that had exploded her wall had been more than she had managed to put out. Had Eva not been there . . .

      The entire home would have burned.

      Thankfully, her barrier had held.

      Jayna gritted her teeth as she started to draw through the dragon stone ring, feeling the cold power as it coursed through her. She turned that energy upon the enchantment.

      There came a surge of power that flowed outward, and she let it into the enchantment. Gradually, there came even more of a reaction. For a moment, the same purplish-hued, dark flames crackled along the enchantment, but then it faded again.

      “Are you trying to activate it again?”

      Jayna looked over to Topher, shaking her head. “I’m not trying to activate it, but I am trying to understand it.” She looked down at it. It had burned enough she couldn’t even make out much of the details, only the faint striations along the surface, the carving that told her it once had been exquisitely wrought. “Whatever this is created enough of a challenge for me that I couldn’t even put out the fire.”

      “Eva put it out?” He turned, looking toward the living quarters, a hint of a smile coming to his face.

      “She did,” Jayna said.

      “She really is amazing, isn’t she?”

      “She’s something,” Jayna said.

      She stepped through the hole in the wall.

      She had to block this off. She didn’t want anybody to just walk into her home, and she didn’t like the idea of being exposed like this, but at least it opened up into the alley. She had time to repair it—time to figure out just who had attacked her.

      Now that she knew there were volar, servants of dark sorcerers, enchantments involved, she could try to uncover whether there was something more to those enchantments, something she could track and understand. Maybe there was more than only this one left behind.

      Jayna continued using the dragon stone ring rather than sorcery. She was using it more often than she preferred. Ceran would know. Maybe he would come and check on her, though it had been several weeks since he had visited.

      Her hand throbbed, and cold radiated almost up to her shoulder.

      She tensed, looking around her.

      Could there be another enchantment? If there were, she didn’t want to leave it lying around, and she might need it in order to investigate.

      Jayna swept along the darkened alley, moving slowly.

      The building on the far side of the alley was made of a black, slick stone, dampened with the moisture and humidity of the air. A hint of moss trailed along its edge, not nearly as prominent here as it was in another part of the city. At night, the moss would glow softly, luminescent in a way she’d never found comforting.

      The explosion had tossed debris into her room, where it smacked into the barrier she had created. That was how she thought she could re-create the wall, using the debris to rebuild, but some of it had fallen out into the alley. Jayna searched along the length of the alley, looking for anything similar to this enchantment.

      As she neared the mouth of the alley, looking out on the narrow street running in front of her home, she froze.

      There was another enchantment. This one wasn’t charred.

      She crouched down before grabbing it. It was small, little more than the size of her palm, and shaped strangely, like a twisting sort of sculpture, with lines running through it. It was made out of a pale, pinkish-gold material. It wasn’t what she would’ve expected for a dark enchantment, though its appearance was not what mattered; rather, it was the creation of it, and the power utilized to form it. Dark enchantments involved pain and violence in their making.

      Something like this wouldn’t have looked out of place in some collector’s home.

      She held her hand above it, hesitating for a moment. Jayna didn’t want to trigger it. She knew better than to risk that, but she was curious as to what kind of power was in it. She probed, using sorcery first.

      Much like the other enchantment, there wasn’t much in the way of reaction from this one. She shifted, holding the dragon stone ring above it, and began to push downward with another surge of power.

      “Don’t.”

      Jayna looked back to see Eva standing behind her. She had a glass of wine in hand—early for her—and she wobbled in place. Her dark hair hung around her in waves, and in the morning light, even in the darkness of the alley, there was a hint of a reddish hue to it that she had started to notice recently. “Don’t what?”

      “You already know what that’s going to do. Why do you need to play with it?”

      “I’m not playing with it,” Jayna said.

      Eva pushed past her and nearly crashed to the ground as she reached for the enchantment. She held it up, twisting it in place as she looked along the street before turning her attention back to Jayna. “Something like this is dangerous. You know that.”

      “You recognize it.”

      “Not exactly,” she said.

      Jayna frowned, glancing back toward the opening in the stone. From this side of the alley, she could see where the flames had started to etch into the stone. It would take a fair amount of sorcery to rebuild it all, to seal it off and ensure that the building itself wouldn’t crumble under the effect of the fire. She didn’t want to leave the hole in her wall open for too long. She had a desire for some privacy, but there were limits to what any of the spells she knew how to create could offer her when it came to a measure of privacy.

      “You knew something about it,” Jayna said.

      “I’ve seen flames like that before, but not out of this.”

      “Is it dark magic?”

      Eva turned her gaze on Jayna, frowning. The redness within her eyes looked more prominent than it had before, but there was a hint of a golden glow there as well. “Why is everything dark magic when it comes to you?”

      Jayna held up her hand, pointing to the dragon stone ring. “Toral. Or don’t you remember.”

      “I remember.”

      “Then what are you going on about?” Jayna asked.

      “I’m not going on about anything,” Eva said. She nearly fell over. “Anyway. You shouldn’t trigger it. Not unless you have some way of turning it off again.”

      “Like you do?”

      “Like I do,” Eva said, starting down the alley and stopping in front of the opening. She stepped over the debris and nearly tripped, but managed to keep on her feet as she skipped inside.

      Jayna sighed. She didn’t like arguing with Eva, but since dealing with the threat of Asymorn, Jayna had struggled more with Eva than she ever had before. Jayna enjoyed a glass of wine now and again, but not nearly as much as Eva did. Jayna was left wondering whether Eva drank simply for the feeling of intoxication or for some other reason.

      She wandered along the length of the alley a little longer, searching for any other enchantments. She found other debris, and she brought it over to the wall, piling it on the inside. She would need as much stone as she could get in order to secure the wall in place.

      There were no other enchantments. The first one she had come across was charred and burned, probably damaged, and only one that was undamaged. Perhaps the volar—or whoever had attacked her—had taken the remainder of their enchantments with them.

      Jayna headed back into her room, stepping over the debris. She wasn’t nearly as graceful as Eva, even though Eva was intoxicated, and she stumbled, falling forward and catching herself. She pushed out a hint of power through the dragon stone ring without meaning to, and used that power to help catch herself.

      Pain surged through her hand as the power of the ring blasted through the rock, creating another opening. Jayna cursed under her breath.

      She had to finish repairing the wall, but first she needed to learn more about Eva’s knowledge of the enchantment. Then she could turn her attention back to the wall.

      She headed down the hallway, still clutching the enchantment Topher had uncovered, and found Eva sitting in her typical seat near the fire, resting her head back along the chair, swirling a glass of wine as she relaxed.

      “What is that enchantment?”

      The enchantment sat near the fire, and surprisingly, a bit of smoke swirled around it. That smoke meant Eva had used some of her magic on it.

      “You saw what it was,” Eva replied.

      “I saw the effect of the power, but I didn’t see what it was. You seem to know something about it.”

      “The only thing I know about it is that it created a dangerous sort of power,” Eva said, turning her attention back to the hearth. “And that’s all that matters, isn’t it?”

      Jayna frowned. “Is it?”

      “If these attackers are using power like this, you need to find out how they learned it. This kind of power has its roots in something natural, but twisted.”

      “You think this might be something else. Not the Celebrants of Asymorn.”

      “Not them,” Eva said, holding her gaze. “Though perhaps it is related.”

      “If it’s not dark magic, then I’m not supposed to chase after it,” Jayna stated.

      “Do you fear Ceran so much?”

      Eva turned to the fire and took a long drink of her wine.

      She didn’t mention Ceran by name all that often, but when she did, there was something almost dismissive about the way she said it, almost a sneer, yet Jayna didn’t understand why. As far as she knew, Eva had never even seen Ceran, but then again, Jayna had talked about him often enough, and with enough frustration, that she wouldn’t be terribly surprised if Eva were frustrated on her behalf.

      “Ceran hasn’t said anything. He’s been gone.”

      Eva fell silent and took another drink, yet Jayna had a feeling she was still frustrated with her.

      Jayna shook her head, moving around to sit across from Eva. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I tell you everything I remember.”

      Jayna coughed, laughing as she did. “You tell me only a little. Not everything. Certainly not everything about you.”

      “I tell you everything you need to know,” Eva said.

      “There is quite a bit more about you that I need to know. You keep concealing things from me.” Jayna wanted nothing more than to help Eva. It was the reason she had brought her with her when she had found her along the road. She had needed help then, and as far as Jayna could tell, she still needed it.

      But there were times when Eva was difficult to help. Especially lately. Jayna didn’t know what had changed, but perhaps it had something to do with staying in one place for an extended period of time.

      “I’m not concealing it, and what I remember is dangerous,” Eva said.

      “As dangerous as the kind of dark magic that I chase?” Jayna shook her head. “I don’t think so. It’s not the same.”

      Eva said nothing, just took a drink. When she finished, she looked over to Jayna. “This kind of power is unusual in your land.”

      “Are we talking about Asymorn here, or are we talking about this enchantment?” she asked, nodding to the pink-gold enchantment resting near the fire. Whatever Eva had done continued to cause smoke to swirl around it, growing with a sort of heaviness, pressing in upon it. It was a strange thing to see, but stranger still was that Jayna had seen that use of smoke before. When they had been fighting Asymorn, Eva had used her smoke in a similar way. It had permeated around Jayna, pressing up and into her, filling her with that same strange, smoky energy. She didn’t know what it meant, only that it had been incredible and powerful and warm.

      Eva had used the heat of her smoke magic to alter the cold fire that had eaten through the stone wall.

      “You’re modifying the enchantment,” Jayna stated.

      “I’m trying to remove one aspect of it so it doesn’t damage other people.”

      “Can you modify other enchantments?”

      “Can you?” Eva asked.

      Jayna had attempted to modify enchantments before, but her knowledge of sorcery was limited by the time she’d spent at the Academy and the number of spellbooks she had with her. Ever since leaving the Academy, she had not had enough in the way of spellbooks, and though she had wanted to keep learning, there had been a limit to how much she had uncovered because of her reduced access to them.

      “You and I both know the answer to that.”

      “I can do a little,” Eva said, turning back to the fire. “It depends upon the power within them though.”

      As more smoke poured into the enchantment, drifting from the blood dripping down from Eva’s hands as they rested on either side of her, Jayna had to wonder what it was that Eva feared.

      “I’m going to repair my wall. When I’m done, you and I are going to go searching for whoever created this enchantment.”

      Eva just nodded.

      “And you need to stop drinking.”

      “My drinking wine has never impeded our search.”

      “There’s always a first time.”

      Eva looked over, locking red-rimmed eyes with Jayna. “There is always a first time.”
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      The wall was mostly repaired. Jayna stared at the stacked stone, feeling more than a hint of pride at how she had puzzled it together in order to recreate the wall. Topher had provided her far more help than she had expected during the process. There were still some gaps, but they would be easy for her to fill. She could use sorcery, she suspected, and either pack sorcery down into the openings in the wall, or seal it off without ever completely closing it. Either way, she had to hope she would be able to make it stronger than it had been before.

      “At least I don’t have the same damn humidity drifting in,” she muttered, looking at the repaired wall.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t find all of the fragments,” Topher said. “We did a pretty good job though.” He smiled, running his hand along the surface of the wall.

      “We?” Jayna asked.

      “I helped.”

      Jayna chuckled. “You did help. I don’t mean to give you a hard time. I’m just . . .” She was tired, but she didn’t want to tell Topher that she was exhausted from a poor night of sleep, mixed with a battle with magic—plus, her strength was tapped even further from needing to fix the wall. “Do you think your enchantment could help with this?”

      “My enchantments aren’t quite along the same lines as this. I’m sorry, Jayna.”

      “That’s fine.” She should have known better anyway.

      “There are some things I can do. My primary enchantment is to create items that can be used to find someone. Me, usually. Well, not when you were trying to find me, but . . .”

      He’d given her a coin already, though it hadn’t been that helpful in finding him when the Celebrants of Asymorn had captured him. “That still might be useful sometime,” Jayna said.

      Topher looked like a puppy who had just been given a treat. “Now that this is done, what are you going to do?”

      Jayna glanced toward the other room. She’d only heard Eva a little bit. She’d been moving around. Probably digging through the cabinets, looking for more bottles of wine, or heading back to the other room where she had her own store of wine. Either way, Jayna didn’t like the probability of Eva’s sobriety. Her intoxication wouldn’t last long though—Eva had a way of burning through it when needed. The problem was that Eva often enjoyed the intoxication.

      “I need to search for who’s responsible for these enchantments.”

      There were several possibilities. One possibility was still that followers of Gabranth, maybe even other Celebrants of Asymorn, had discovered her. Then there was a more mundane possibility: Raollet had sent his goons after her while she was searching for the Celebrants and the festival. What if he had finally found her? She had managed to avoid his attention since the festival, but staying in Nelar meant she was likely to run across him again.

      “I could help.”

      “I might need you to stay here and keep a watch on the home.” She flashed a smile, trying to head off his objection. “I need to get Eva out of the house, anyway. And I don’t want to leave this place unguarded. When we go, can you watch over it?”

      “You know I can,” he said. He held out a hand, and she took the small, square-shaped item with ridges along the surface. “If you need me, just push a bit of power into it. Or squeeze it. Either way should work.”

      “This is a new design.” It was different from the last one he’d given her. That had been more like a typical coin.

      “I’ve been working on something that would help me be more unique. I think if I can figure out how to pass a message through the enchantment, it would be far more useful than it is in its current state.”

      If he could come up with something like that, it would be more helpful than anything she had read about in the many spellbooks she had access to when she’d been at the Academy.

      “And if you need us . . .”

      “If I need you, I can send the same sort of trigger through it.” He reached into his pocket, pulling another one out, and he pressed his two palms together, looking as if he were praying to one of the gods. Suddenly, the enchantment in her palm started to vibrate, and she looked down, noting that it had taken on a faint, greenish glow, similar to the luminescent moss she saw at night.

      “That’s impressive.”

      And she meant it. It was a strange use of power, but she had seen stranger. The dular often had unique uses of magic when it came to the way they could turn their enchantments. Oftentimes, they were ways sorcerers never even considered. It was part of the reason she’d found the dular useful since leaving the Academy. Many of the enchantments made by them would have taken a powerful sorcerer to create. The dular were regulated here, though, which limited the availability of some of the enchantments she might be interested in, but the longer she spent in the city, the more likely it was that she could find some of the more unique enchantments she might need.

      “Then I’ve got another task for you. Don't let anybody into the house. Keep an eye on Eva's wine. And keep working on your enchantments.” She flashed a smile at him.

      Like before, he grinned like a puppy.

      “I just want to help,” he said.

      She nodded to him. “I know you do.”

      He was so earnest that it was difficult for her sometimes. He did just want to help, and in the time since they had saved him from the Celebrants of Asymorn, she had found that he had been helpful. Most of his helpfulness involved him moving and carrying things, and occasionally helping take care of Eva, but this would be something different.

      She wanted him to feel confident that he could move on, that he would no longer have to fear the Celebrants of Asymorn, but that would have to come in time. Eventually, he would realize he wasn’t in any danger any longer. Then he could take his place within the city, the way he had originally intended to, but for now . . .

      She glanced at the wall. “And maybe if you can come up with some ideas on how to fill in the gaps.”

      There weren’t many gaps, but there were enough. Her spells had sealed the rock in place, but the rock was irregular, and the wall looked as if it were going to bow in at any moment. She had a spell placed on either side, squeezing the wall together, trapping the rock there, and she could almost imagine putting even more pressure on the rock and sealing it back down. Jayna wondered if she might be able to compress the rock into something it hadn’t been before, something even more potent and solid. With enough enchantments and enough sorcery, anything was possible.

      She headed out into the main part of the home, where Eva sat near the fire, tracing her hand through her hair. The wine glass sat full, resting near the hearth with the rose gold enchantment in front of it, yet she didn’t touch it.

      “Are you ready?” she asked, looking over to Eva.

      Eva glanced over. Her eyes were still ringed with red, but not as much as before. Could it be that Eva had actually taken her words about not drinking so much to heart?

      There was a first time for everything, Jayna supposed.

      “I told you I would go.”

      “Be careful out there. I don't want you to run across anything dangerous,” Topher said.

      Jayna glanced back at Topher. He was looking at Eva, concern in his eyes.

      “Everything we chase has the potential of danger. You don't need to do the same.” Jayna doubted he would even understand what she implied.

      Jayna would need to warn him eventually. She had seen that look before. Not for her. She had never fallen into the same sort of relationship that others did, mostly because her studies within the Academy had kept her from chasing romance herself. Having a brief fling like she had with Rosal was unique, and provided her with a bit of distraction, but that was all it was. Distraction.

      Topher looked at Eva with a different expression altogether.

      She crouched down, grabbing the rose gold enchantment, stuffing it into her pocket. There was something about the enchantment that had changed since Eva had been working with it. It was somehow warmer.

      Jayna wondered what might happen if she were to trigger the enchantment now. Maybe it would suddenly flare with heat, or perhaps nothing would take place.

      Changing enchantments could often have disastrous effects. It was possible to modify them, but only if you knew exactly what it was that had gone into the creation of the enchantment in the first place; if you didn’t, then trying to modify it, altering the intent of the enchantment, could often lead to unintended consequences. It was the reason most sorcerers simply started anew. Modifying another sorcerer’s enchantment meant playing with magic they may not know the full intention behind.

      Altering a dular’s enchantment was even more dangerous. And a volar . . .

      “When you’re back, I can go ask around with my dular contacts about what happened. I’m still trying to get better connected within the city, but the dular”—he grinned at Jayna as he said the term—“have a bit of a community within the city. We all want to work together.”

      Jayna shared a look with Eva, who simply stared off into the distance, an unreadable expression on her face. “That would be great,” she said to him.

      She motioned for Eva to follow, and Jayna grabbed her plain brown cloak, slung it over her shoulders, and headed out of the home.

      Eva followed more slowly, standing for a moment, staggering. She was still intoxicated, but Jayna had to hope that even intoxicated, Eva would be able to stay with her. There wasn’t a guarantee she could do it. She had been around Eva enough times to know that she often managed to survive—and even thrive—when others would not, but in this case, Jayna worried about how much Eva had been drinking the night before. As far as she could tell, Eva hadn’t even slept.

      “Are you sure you can do this?”

      Eva stormed past her. “I could ask the same to you.”

      “I just want to make sure you aren’t going to do anything foolish.”

      Eva glanced over her shoulder. She flicked her gaze down to the dragon stone ring before looking up at Jayna again. “You mean as foolish as somebody who made a commitment to a kind of power she didn't understand?”

      “Something like that,” Jayna said, tempted to stick her tongue out at Eva.

      “I would never dare.”

      Jayna just sighed, shaking her head. She didn’t want to get into an argument with Eva, but at the same time, she felt as if that was what Eva wanted. Maybe it was what Eva felt she deserved.

      She had to be careful. She knew Eva had suffered before the two of them had crossed paths, and Jayna wanted to help her. She certainly didn’t want to be the reason Eva continued to suffer.

      The day was bright and the air thick with humidity. Though Jayna had been here for many months now, she still hadn’t fully adjusted to the heaviness in the air, the humidity with each breath she took, and she hadn’t come to grips with just how challenging it was for her to simply move around the streets.

      She looked over to Eva, who strode forward, moving quickly and easily, not at all struggling with the humidity the way Jayna did.

      “Where would you have us start?” Jayna asked.

      “Now you’re asking me?” Eva blinked and a faint trail of smoke drifted from her mouth, which Jayna considered a minor victory. It meant she had tried to sober up.

      “You’re the one who’s been moving around the city. I figured you would know something.”

      “There are a few places we could visit,” Eva stated.

      “Such as Master Raollet’s?”

      Eva’s brow darkened for a moment as she looked over to her; there was a bit of clarity in her eyes, as if she had suddenly pushed away all the intoxication, but then it returned. “I don’t think we want to involve Master Raollet unless we need to. He is a potential resource though, so if it comes down to it, we may need to involve him.”

      Eva’s mentioning Raollet fit with Jayna’s own concern. Eva wasn’t necessarily concerned about going to visit him, but she didn’t want to involve him quite yet. He should be relatively easy to find. Especially if Eva decided to go looking for him.

      “You think he could have been the one who attacked us?”

      “Us?” Eva asked.

      Jayna shook her head. “Fine. Me. You think he is capable of this?”

      “I don’t know.” She bit her lip, and a hint of smoke trailed from her mouth, streaming around her neck and heading down toward her legs, swirling out and around the street. “I would say no, but you did attack him twice.”

      “I was only looking for information.”

      “Not the first time. The first time you were looking for fairy fingers.”

      “And I wasn’t about to have him cut off the fingers of any El’aras.”

      Eva said nothing as they stormed through the city, navigating through narrow streets, turning down an even tighter street, the thick moss along the walls practically bulging outward and further narrowing the street, the air pungent with its aroma. Soon, Eva stopped in front of a small stone building. There was little more than a slim doorway here, slick with moisture and heavily oiled.

      “What is this place?” Jayna asked.

      “This is a place where I’ve found some information in our time here. I doubt he will have much of use, but it’s a good place to start, especially since I also doubt he would attack us.”

      “You doubt it?”

      “It’s possible he would choose to challenge you, depending on what he’s heard. The vendors like this are all part of a tight-knit group. They’re competitors, but they also work together. If you attack one, they view it as an attack on each other.”

      Great. Just what she needed. Here she thought she could slip through the city, asking a few questions from some of the enchantment vendors, but maybe that was her mistake.

      It was easier when she’d been chasing information about the Celebrants of Asymorn. The Celebrants were challenging, dark magic users, but at the same time, there was something easy about chasing that kind of power. She knew what she had to do then.

      She glanced over at Eva, who stood with her hand over the door. A bit of smoke trailed out of her mouth, the kind of power she had been seeing more often lately from Eva.

      “Go on,” Jayna said.

      Eva tapped on the door, then breathed out, letting a streamer of smoke come from her mouth. It flowed down from her and trailed outward, looping out and away from Eva, swirling around Jayna as well. It was an odd use of her magic, but who was Jayna to argue with her at this point?

      Eva pushed open the door.

      Jayna expected a darkened shop, much like Master Raollet’s, but as she stepped inside, it was brightly illuminated. Lanterns and enchanted light filled the entirety of the shop, leaving everything with a soft, warm sort of glow.

      She smiled to herself as she followed Eva in.

      It was a cluttered mess. Rows of shelves lined the walls with another shelving unit running down the center of the store. Enchantments were stacked upon each of the shelves along with other items, things of strange origin. There was a stack of folded, dust-covered cloth in one section, but as she ran her hand over the surface of the cloth, it felt smooth and silky, the texture of the fabric far nicer than anything she had detected before. A large ceramic jar rested on the floor in front of one of the shelves, and as she reached for the top, Eva tapped her on the wrist, shaking her head. That, too, was covered in a layer of dust. As Jayna looked around, she realized that dust coated everything in the shop. It was filled with items, but it obviously didn’t sell many of them.

      That was odd.

      Odder still was the man sitting on a stool at the back of the shop. He was propped up high, with ears that were covered in thick hair and angled slightly forward. He had a bushy gray beard and long silver hair flowing down and draping over his shoulders. He was short—possibly the shortest man Jayna had ever seen—but his position on his massive stool gave him a vantage to overlook everything in the shop.

      Eva strode toward him. “Telluminder.”

      “Eva Rekayth. I haven’t seen you that often these days. What brings you to my shop? And bringing a guest?” The man swung his gaze to Jayna. He had a sharp, staccato way of speaking, and his voice was thick, hoarse, as if his tongue was swollen. “Who might this be?”

      “This is Jayna Aguelon.”

      “Ah. I have heard of her.”

      Jayna tensed, twisting the dragon stone ring on her finger. His having heard of her suggested that word of her attack upon Master Raollet’s shop had spread.

      Which meant they might be in for a fight here.

      Jayna didn’t want to fight inside of a place like this—one filled with enchantments with various unusual purposes. She had no idea what exactly might be here, but she suspected that anything here could explode in a dangerous way.

      As she looked around the shop, turning her attention back to the shop owner, she frowned at him. “What have you heard about me?”

      “I have heard that you pursue items of unique potential.”

      Jayna relaxed, but only for a moment.

      “And I have heard that you disrupted Raollet’s business.”

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      The shop owner started to cackle, and he leaned forward, pounding on the counter with a gnarled fist. “That old bastard probably got what he deserved. He thinks to trade in questionable items the way he does, and thinks to protect his sources.”

      “Do you?” Eva asked.

      “You know I would reveal my sources of suppliers if you were only to ask.”

      “And if I were to ask . . . ?” Eva said.

      Jayna realized something. For all of the impression she’d had that Eva had still been intoxicated on the walk over, and for everything she’d seen, she noticed that the moment they had walked inside, the moment Eva had begun to breathe out streamers of smoke, something had changed for her. She wasn’t releasing quite as much smoke as she had earlier, though it was there. Eva’s entire posture had shifted, her entire demeanor.

      Jayna focused on the shop owner. There was something strange and unusual about him—and it wasn’t just the way he spoke or his appearance. She had a feeling about him, and she couldn't quite place it. Maybe that was intentional.

      “I need to know if you have any information about a particularly dangerous enchantment, Telluminder.”

      “There are many enchantments that are particularly dangerous. Which one might this be?”

      Eva pressed her lips together in a tight smile. “This is one that is used to create fisen fire.”

      Jayna looked over to Eva. She hadn’t heard that term before, but there was something about it that struck her as familiar. Was that what Eva feared?

      “You know such a thing would be nearly impossible,” the shop owner said. “Not only is it difficult to create, but it’s difficult to contain. The sheer nature of fisen fire is that it burns through anything. It would even burn through any enchantment designed to contain it.”

      “Be that as it may, I have seen it,” she said.

      “If you’ve seen it, then I would very much like to have a chance to study it.”

      His eyes had gone wide, giving him an even stranger appearance.

      Eva pulled something out of her pocket and set it on the counter. It was the charred remains of the other enchantment. “You can explore this all you want, but you will find there is very little you can discover from it. This was what we found when they attacked.”

      “When they attacked?” He frowned, glancing over to Eva and then to Jayna. “Who might they be?”

      “That’s what we seek to learn.”

      The shop owner lifted the enchantment carefully, holding it up to the light. As he twisted it slowly, Jayna noticed there were streaks of color within it, strands of pink working along the length of it, that she hadn’t seen before.

      “I see,” Telluminder said, twisting the enchantment from side to side, tipping his head as he studied it. “There is an element of heat within it, but it’s a cold sort of heat.”

      “Fisen fire,” Eva said.

      “Perhaps, but it might be something else.”

      He hopped off his stool and darted around the counter.

      Jayna had thought he was short, and he was. He barely came up to her waist, and he had a large head, almost impossibly large compared to the rest of his body. She marveled at the fact that his body managed to hold his head upright. He headed down a row of shelves, stopping in front of one. He leaned forward on his toes as he reached into the shelf, plucked something off of it, then turned it and held it up to the light, much like he had with the enchantment.

      “What do you think of this, Eva?”

      Eva crouched down next to the shop owner. It was a strange thing to see them interacting—as if she knew this man better than she should, considering the time she’d spent within Nelar.

      Then again, Jayna didn’t see where Eva slipped off to most of the time. While she was hunting for the Celebrants of Asymorn, or even before that when she had been searching for other dark magic, she had never known where Eva had gone. There was no reason for Jayna to track her, to figure out what she was doing, and even now, Jayna didn’t particularly care, though she was curious.

      Eva had her own unique sources. Jayna didn't know with any certainty, but she suspected Eva used her magic to influence her sources, at least to speak to her. Eva would never acknowledge that though. She didn't see her trying to use magic on Telluminder, so maybe she didn't always do that.

      “This is not the same,” Eva said, tracing her finger along the surface of the curved enchantment that the storeowner held out. It was smooth, with a hint of pinkish coloration to it and a bit of smoke trailed off of Eva’s hand as she touched it. Not so much that Jayna could tell what Eva was doing with her smoke, though to be honest, Jayna could rarely tell what Eva did with her smoke. There was a slight tension on Jayna’s skin, as if she were standing out in the sun for too long, that suggested the type of power Eva used.

      “Not the same, but the design elements are similar.”

      Eva grabbed the enchantment, handing it over to Jayna, who took it, held it out, and frowned.

      “What do you want me to do with it?”

      “Probe it.”

      “Probe it?”

      “You probed the other one, so probe this one.”

      “You didn’t let me probe the other one. You were afraid of me doing so.”

      “It’s not that I was afraid of you doing it,” Eva snapped. “I was afraid of you releasing power I was going to have to deal with.”

      Jayna shook her head. “I'm not trying to make you deal with anything. I know you don't like getting involved unless you choose to.” She tried to pick her words carefully, but felt herself stumbling over what to say.

      “It's not that I won't get involved,” Eva muttered.

      Jayna opened her mouth, but clamped her mouth shut as she saw the dark look in Eva's eyes. Jayna wanted to say something about the reason she suspected Eva didn't want to get involved and how it tied into learning about her lost memories.

      “Just probe it,” Eva said, with a little less force than before.

      Jayna took the enchantment, and she began to push power into it.

      She didn’t try to activate it. That wasn’t what she wanted, especially since if she were to do that, it would potentially trigger it and she would spend the power trapped within it. At the same time, she knew how to probe an enchantment, having first learned how to do so at the Academy, and having mastered it since then. There were ways of detecting the kinds of power and magic that were trapped inside these enchantments, and Jayna used her sorcery to trace that energy now, searching to uncover just what it was that this enchantment might do.

      There was something within the enchantment that was similar to the other one, but not the same.

      “No,” she said.

      “No?” Eva asked.

      “The type of power within this is different from the other one.” Jayna squeezed the enchantment, holding on to the power within it, and she could feel the energy trailing out, but she also recognized there was something else within it. This enchantment created fire, but it didn’t create the same kind of fire as the other one. It was warm to begin with, whereas the magical fire—fisen fire, if that’s what it was—had a cold quality to it, some aspect to it that was far different from anything she’d encountered before. It was what had left her thinking it was a dark magic, the kind of power she would love to understand so she could know how to counter it.

      “Not the same, then,” Telluminder said. He tottered over to Jayna, grabbed the enchantment, then put it back on the shelf. “I don’t have anything else to help you with.”

      “Do you know anybody who might?”

      “If you believe it to be fisen fire, you aren’t going to find that anywhere in the city. I’m afraid there are no shops that carry anything like that.” His gaze drifted to the counter where the charred remains of the enchantment rested. “If you wouldn’t mind, I would appreciate the opportunity to further examine it.”

      “When we are finished,” Eva said.

      “Of course,” Telluminder said. “I merely wanted to know if I could have a chance to investigate further. For educational purposes, of course.”

      Eva sniffed, and a bit of smoke drifted from her nostrils. “Of course.” She grabbed the charred remains of the enchantment and headed toward the storefront.

      “I would caution you,” Telluminder said. “I hear Raollet is quite upset about what has taken place. I wouldn’t put it past him to target you himself.”

      Jayna grunted. “He's already targeted us. But does he even have that kind of enchantment?”

      “Even if he did, he would never use it against you. It would be too valuable. He would much rather sell it. Why waste something he could earn considerable money on?” He flashed a smile. “Especially when there are many other ways he could target you.”

      She stared at him, waiting for him to expand on what he said, but he didn’t.

      Finally, she followed Eva out of the shop.

      “That was not useful.”

      “It was useful enough. We know there would not be an enchantment like that found within the city.”

      “Only that’s not true,” Jayna said. “Obviously, enchantments like this do exist in the city.”

      “It means it doesn’t come from the city,” she said. “There’s a difference. And if Telluminder doesn’t know about it, then it doesn’t exist.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “Now I will look into this a bit more closely, but I’m afraid I don’t have any answers.”

      Eva strode off down the street, leaving Jayna standing looking after her.

      She had to hope that maybe Topher might find something. With his ties to the dular, maybe he would have access to knowledge that they didn’t. Maybe. She didn’t put a lot of stock in the possibility.

      Somebody had targeted her, and she didn't know who.

      Maybe it was time for her to go and question Raollet.

      Once she did that, she would have to make sure there were no more followers of Gabranth, or Celebrants of Asymorn.

      Even though she understood the kind of power involved, Jayna still didn’t feel any more certain that she would be able to stop another attack against her.

      Jayna knew there were several possible suspects. She hadn’t detected anything from the Celebrants of Asymorn, but she suspected they were still out there. There was still considerable power that she had to worry about.

      But not just them.

      There were more mundane threats.

      And that was what she had to deal with now.

      She made her way through the streets until she found the section where Master Raollet had his shop. He had rebuilt it far faster than she had expected, which told her that he either had enchantments or sorcerers involved. Probably not regulated sorcery either.

      She pushed open the door, wishing that perhaps she had had Eva with her, but she would do this herself. Eva might be disappointed that she had come to challenge Raollet, anyway. She would have to handle this carefully. She didn’t have Eva’s way of convincing people to talk, but she had her own techniques.

      The shop was empty. The shelves were sparse, not filled with enchantments as they had been when she had been here before, and the windows were much cleaner. The air had an almost sterile odor to it. She found Raollet near the back of the shop, and his eyes widened the moment he saw her. He was an older man, thin, with something of a dignified appearance to him, despite what he sold in his shop.

      He lifted something, and she held her hand up, immediately calling upon cold, painful power through the dragon stone ring.

      “I don’t intend to challenge you.”

      He frowned at her. “You don’t.”

      “And I want to apologize for what happened before. I . . .” She looked around, then turned her attention back to Raollet. “I suppose I’m not completely sorry for destroying your shop to free the El’aras, but I am sorry for attacking you a second time.”

      He frowned at her. “Why are you here?”

      “I need to know if you are involved with any particular enchantments.”

      “I seem to recall you having the same question when we last interacted.”

      “And I seem to recall you sending thugs after me a few times.”

      “Oh, they are still after you,” Raollet said, almost absently.

      Jayna actually smiled to herself. “Honesty. That’s probably better. I’m looking into a series of explosions in the city.” Let them think that was all it was.

      “What kind of explosions?”

      “The kind that lead to cold fire.” She thought about what Eva had called it, but she didn’t want to prompt Raollet. “The kind that can destroy parts of the city.”

      He furrowed his brow at her. “Considering what I have gone through, and what you have put me through, do you really think I would want to destroy more of the city? I would think not. I want nothing more than to ensure this city thrives.”

      She snorted. He sounded sincere, which told her he was probably anything but. Telluminder had believed Raollet wouldn’t use enchantments like that himself.

      “Did you sell anything like that?” Jayna asked.

      “No.”

      “Would you tell me if you did?”

      He considered her question for a moment, and Jayna resisted the urge to pull upon the power of her dragon stone ring and target him. “Do you intend to threaten me?” he asked.

      “I’m just looking for answers.”

      “Why?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe to make sure the city doesn’t burn down?” It was probably a bit more dramatic than she needed to be, but Raollet watched her, a different expression in his eyes than what had been there before.

      “You really do want to protect the city.”

      “Yes. That’s what I was doing when we interacted the last time.”

      His gaze finally softened. “I have nothing to tell you.”

      “Master Raollet—“

      “I don’t have anything to do with whatever enchantments you’re pursuing, Ms. Aguelon. Now, if you don’t mind . . .”

      He tapped something on his counter, then stepped aside.

      Two large, muscular men stepped forward. They moved with the strange grace that suggested they carried enchantments on them.

      “Really?” she said to Raollet.

      “Just leave,” he said, waving a hand at her. “And I won’t send them after you. For now. I can’t say that I won’t change my mind again.”

      Jayna glanced at the two men before shaking her head and backing out of the shop, all while holding on to the cold power of her dragon stone ring. The two men never attacked, but there was a part of Jayna that almost wished they had.
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      As she neared her home, she caught sight of something surprising. She stopped, standing in the middle of the street, looking in either direction before she frowned. The shaggy-brown-haired man in the distance was familiar, a face she hadn’t seen in years, and the face of someone she had once known well, though not as well as her brother had known him.

      What would Matthew be doing here?

      Jayna hurried forward, rounding the corner after him, and jogged up to him. He was heading quickly in the opposite direction, making his way toward the center of the city, away from the outskirts.

      She had last seen him before the Academy. She’d sent word about Jonathan, looking for anything Matthew might know about his disappearance, but he’d never responded and she hadn’t been able to find him since.

      She watched him as she followed.

      Matthew was a skilled thief, a colleague of her brother’s, which meant that together they had been incredibly skilled. She didn’t think she could keep up with him if he were sneaking through the street, but at the same time, she also didn’t want to reveal her presence too soon. If she could watch him secretly a little while, maybe she could see what he was doing in the city.

      She rounded another corner, trailing after him, then lost him.

      Jayna stopped, turning carefully, looking along the street again. She reached for power within the dragon stone ring without even meaning to, and began to call that energy up through her—energy she knew she could wash outward and sweep around the cobblestone street, then use that power to detect what Matthew had done and where he had gone. But she didn’t see where he’d gone now, and though she turned in place, there was no sign of him.

      She started along the street, moving carefully, keeping out of the center of the road, though in this part of the city the streets were fairly narrow, making it difficult to move without drawing attention to herself anyway. Any single person along the cobbled road was visible.

      This had been where Matthew had disappeared. She was certain of it.

      As she hurried along the road, she didn’t see where he would have snuck off to.

      She turned a corner and still didn’t spot him. Jayna paused, turning back in the direction she’d come from.

      Matthew was there.

      He watched her, a grin crossing his face. He was a little taller than her, with an athletic build and a quick smile. His shaggy, brown hair looked no different than it had the last time she’d seen him, yet something about him seemed different. He had a gray cloak draped over his shoulders and a long dagger sheathed on his hip.

      “Were you following me?” Matthew asked.

      Jayna took a step back, holding on to the power within the dragon stone ring, and frowned at him. Maybe this wasn’t Matthew.

      He watched her, suspicion in his crystal-blue eyes, but no sign of recognition.

      “I just thought you were someone I knew.”

      He frowned at her, cocking his head to the side. “Who did you think I was?”

      Jayna watched him and knew she was right. This was Matthew. There was the same dimple in his chin, the same slight twinkle in his eye, and the same tension she always saw from within him. For some reason, she was now aware of something else that she hadn’t been when she had been around Matthew before. He had a connection to something more. Power of some sort.

      She didn’t know what it was, but she was certain she detected it. Maybe it was something he tried to conceal. Could Matthew have enchantments on him?

      Her brother certainly had used enchantment over the years. He had made no attempt to conceal the fact that he would use any and all enchantments he thought would help him succeed with his missions, such as they were. Why wouldn’t Matthew have them? Enchantments were easy to acquire in Nelar—if you had the right amount of coin.

      But it was more than just having one on him. He was using it.

      That was something different. She detected an activated enchantment, one that flowed with power.

      “Matthew Veran.” He reached for his dagger, and Jayna shook her head. “You don’t have to do that. I’m not a threat to you.”

      “Who are you . . .” His expression shifted as he looked at her, something in his eyes softening before widening. “Jayna?”

      She flashed a smile. “It’s me.”

      He looked around, glancing in either direction, and shook his head. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you a long way from the Academy?”

      “Long enough,” she said. She realized he wouldn’t know. Very few people would’ve known she had left the Academy.

      “I have an assignment.” The lie came to her easily. Certainly more easily than explaining the truth.

      “An assignment . . . You’re here on behalf of the Society.”

      She smiled tightly. “Something like that.”

      “Where are the others? You can’t have been out of the Academy for all that long. Which means you have to have one of your masters with you.”

      She resisted the urge to scowl at him. “They’re somewhere around here,” she said, waving her hand.

      “Would you have time to talk?”

      She grinned at him. Matthew was about five years older than her, though he always liked to pretend he was much older than that. He’d been something like a second brother to her, which made it even more surprising that he hadn’t recognized her at first. Could she have changed so much in the time she’d last seen him? Jayna didn’t think so. Char had recognized her, but then again, Char had last seen her only a year ago. Jayna hadn’t seen Matthew in several years.

      “Are you sure you can do that?” she asked, looking at his cloak, then at his dagger. He looked to be on a job.

      “Of course I can.”

      “I know just the place,” she said.

      She motioned for him to follow. They were near enough to the Wicked Pint that she figured they could go and have a seat. It wasn’t that she liked the tavern better than any others—she preferred the Able Angler and the people who worked there a bit more—but they were closer to Robert’s tavern: he owned the Wicked Pint. It might be a more fitting place for someone like Matthew anyway. He didn't necessarily care for niceties, like those found at the Able Angler.

      “You know, there are other places we could have gone that are closer to where we were,” he said, waving his hand behind him.

      “There are, but none of them are quite as cozy as this place.”

      “I never took you for the cozy kind,” Matthew said.

      Jayna shrugged.

      They reached the Wicked Pint, and she pushed open the door. It was no later than midday, and the inside of the tavern was mostly empty. One other patron sat alone in the back, a plate in front of him, a mug of ale next to him, and he barely glanced in their direction when they came in.

      The inside of the Wicked Pint was small. She called it cozy, but that was perhaps a generous term. The walls were all paneled with wood, and the smooth floorboards underneath their feet were faded, bowing in certain places where they had been trampled upon over the years. Tables staggered throughout the room had been occupied the night before, but now they just made the place look and feel empty. The air hung with the stale odor of ale, though a hint of the scent of meat and bread lingered, enough to make Jayna’s mouth water.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said cozy,” he said.

      She guided him to a table in the back and she took a seat in the corner, sweeping her gaze around the inside of the tavern before settling on Robert. He was a dark-haired man about her age, with a quick smile and a quick laugh. He hobbled over. Ever since the attack and being possessed by the dwaring, he had a limp. Every attempt the sorcerers had made to heal it had failed. Something had changed for him then.

      Something had changed for all of those who had been attacked.

      Jayna didn’t know the extent of the changes—Char hadn’t shared that with her—though she knew there was something. You couldn’t be possessed by dark magic for as long as they had and not face some alteration. Even Topher had changed a little bit, though she wondered how exactly he’d been before all of it happened.

      “Didn’t expect to see you here again so soon.”

      She shrugged. “I ran into an old friend.”

      “Old? He don’t look that much older than me,” Robert said, grinning at Matthew. “And seeing as how you haven’t been in the city that much longer than our boy Topher, I can’t imagine your friendship is that old, either.”

      “He’s not from around here,” she said.

      He smiled. “Well then, you’re in for a treat. You’ve come to one of the best places in Nelar. Let me get you a plate of food and a mug of ale, and I’m sure you can relax. Maybe you’ll even come back here with more of your friends.”

      Robert hobbled off.

      “You’ve got a boy named Topher?” Matthew asked, smiling at her.

      “He’s a person I helped.”

      “I imagine,” Matthew said.

      “Not like that,” she said.

      “What is it like, then?”

      “It’s like nothing. What are you doing here?”

      Matthew chuckled and leaned forward, resting an elbow on the table as he looked over to her. “You know, I’m starting to wonder the same thing about you. What are you doing here, Jayna?” He looked around the tavern. “You bring me to a place like this, which doesn’t really scream the Society to me. Typically, the Society stays in the outposts, and doesn’t really venture out into the city much. At least, not this city.”

      “I’m on assignment.”

      “Some assignment.”

      “It’s not so bad,” she said.

      “Really? Well, then I’m on assignment too.” He grinned at her, leaning back. “And mine isn’t so bad either.”

      “What’s the job?”

      Matthew flashed a crooked smile. “Who said there was any sort of job?”

      “The only reason you’d be here was if there was a job pulling you here. What is it?”

      Matthew shrugged. “Can’t say that I’m at liberty to discuss those things. You know how it is.”

      “I know how you want it to be.”

      “No. You know how it is. Jonathan would have told you that.”

      “That was about the only thing Jonathan ever told me,” she said.

      “Don’t act like that.”

      “I’m still looking for him.”

      When she had last seen Matthew, she hadn't known about the mark of Gabranth. Maybe Matthew would know something about that. Her brother had certainly known something.

      Matthew took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I haven’t heard any word about him in a while,” he said.

      “You were his closest friend. How is it that you don’t know what happened?”

      Matthew shrugged. “He didn’t include me on the job.” He looked up and Robert brought over a mug of ale for each of them, setting them down on the table.

      “Food will be out in a little bit. Figured you needed something after the night you had last night. The man you were with was putting them back.”

      That wasn’t surprising. The only thing that had surprised her was that she hadn’t noticed at the time. “You’re telling me.”

      “He had those strange sculptures too.” He shook his head. “Haven’t seen anything like that before. But you were most impressed by them.”

      Sculptures?

      “What sort of sculptures did he have?” she asked Robert.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t take much time to look at them. You know how it is. I didn’t want to get involved between the two of you. Seemed like you were having a moment, such as it was.”

      Matthew leaned back again, smiling at her.

      Just what she needed. Her brother’s friend to hear about her having a moment with some strange man.

      And to be honest, she hadn’t had much of a moment. She’d only thought she could share a few pints of ale with Rosal, but maybe that had been a mistake.

      “Thanks, Robert. Could you give my friend and me some privacy?”

      He winked at her and turned away.

      “It sounds like your social life has changed quite a bit since you came to Nelar. Of course, you’ve grown up. You didn’t look anything like this when you were younger.”

      “I’m not sure how to take that.”

      “Take it however you want. I’m not trying to hurt your feelings, Jayna. You’ve turned into a beautiful woman.”

      It was strange hearing Matthew say that, but stranger still that it felt brotherly in a way.

      “You still haven’t said anything about the job you’re on,” Jayna said.

      “Neither have you.”

      She shook her head. “You know, there was a time when I thought you and Jonathan were charming with the way you would sneak around, sharing your secrets, always having something going on you didn’t want to reveal to anyone else.”

      “It’s not charming anymore?”

      “Not like it was. When Jonathan disappeared, I decided it wasn’t nearly as charming as he thought it was. Or you. I’ve been looking for him.”

      “I know you have.”

      “I haven’t heard anything about him, or from him,” Jayna said.

      “I doubt you will,” Matthew said.

      “Why not?”

      He looked up, shrugging. “If he got caught in the job—and that’s the only thing I can think of—then it’s going to be difficult for him to get out of it. He didn’t take easy jobs, Jayna. You have to know that about your brother. The kind of work he always liked getting involved in is the kind that was bound to attract the wrong sort of attention.”

      Jayna pulled a scrap of paper out of her pocket, the one she had taken off of the pair of Celebrants who had tried to shoot her with the crossbow, and unfolded it, sliding it across the table. Matthew looked down at it, frowning. “What is this?”

      “Just look at it. Tell me if you recognize anything about it.”

      Matthew studied the scrap of paper. “I haven't seen anything like it before.”

      Jayna's heart sunk. She had thought that if anyone connected to her brother would know something, it would be Matthew. Only, it was far too fortuitous for him to have appeared shortly after she had defeated Gabranth.

      “I don't suppose you know the name Gabranth.” She said it quietly, and while she met his eyes, she doubted he would know anything.

      Matthew leaned forward. “I know you are hoping for some great answer about your brother. But if he got pinched, he might be gone.”

      “I know he’s gone, which is why I have been looking for him.”

      “Not like that. He might be gone gone. Do you hear me?”

      Jayna held Matthew’s crystal-blue eyes, shaking her head. “I don’t want to believe that.”

      Matthew leaned back, throwing an arm over the back of the chair. “You can believe it or not, but that’s the nature of the business. He knew the risks.”

      It was a harsher statement than she would have expected out of him. “My brother was one of the most skilled thieves in the city.”

      “Not one of the most.”

      “Now he’s gone, you want to disparage him? You used to work with him, Matthew Varen. You of all people should support him.”

      Matthew reached for the pint of ale, tipping it back and taking a long drink before setting it on the table in front of them. “He wasn’t one of the most skilled. He was the most skilled. I’ve worked with a lot of people over the years, Jayna. Your brother is at the top of that list. He has a way of anticipating things others simply don’t. He's incredibly skilled at his job, so if he were to get caught, it would suggest somebody wanted him to get caught.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “If you’re working on the assumption that he isn’t dead—and the gods know I’d like to work on that same assumption—then you have to consider the possibility he’s captured somewhere. You have to start looking into prisons, and once you figure out where he might be imprisoned, then you need to start looking at who is responsible. That’s the part that you need to piece together if you want to help your brother.”

      “So you think it’s possible we can help him.”

      “We?”

      “You don’t want to help him?”

      “I would do anything to help Jonathan, but he and I both knew the risks. He and I both understood that if we were to get captured, neither of us was coming for the other. That’s the job. That’s the danger. And he and I both knew that if something like that happened, we were to work with each other to make sure the other’s loved ones were safe.”

      “So you were to take care of me?”

      “I was, until you got tied up with the Academy. You sort of took care of things on your own.” Matthew smiled and took another drink of his ale. “Not that I’m complaining. I don’t know what I would’ve done with a little sister.”

      “Thanks.”

      Matthew winked at her, taking another drink before setting it down. “You know, he had always wanted to bring you into the work.”

      “I know.”

      “He seemed to think you had a talent for it, even if you wouldn’t believe it.”

      “He told me that once,” Jayna said. “Right about the time when I was getting close to entering the Academy.” There was a flicker of something on Matthew’s face. Irritation? If he were anything like Jonathan—and she suspected he was—then he might share Jonathan’s irritation that she had entered the Academy in the first place. Jonathan hadn’t really wanted her to do that. He had wanted her to stay with him, mostly so he could play at keeping tabs on her, protecting her, regardless of whether or not he had any way of actually doing that.

      “Did he? I was never sure if he admitted that to you. He wanted you to be brought in. Figured that having you as a part of it would make a difference.”

      “A difference how?”

      “I don’t know. He never really knew what happened to your parents. When they disappeared—”

      “They didn’t just disappear,” Jayna said softly.

      Matthew arched a brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?” It occurred to her that Matthew wouldn’t know what she had learned about her and Jonathan’s parents having been destroyed by dark magic. Jonathan wouldn’t know either.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “If you learned something—”

      “Anything I learned doesn’t make a difference anymore. Jonathan is the only person I have left—which is why I’m not resting until I figure out what happened to him and how to help him.”

      Matthew studied her for a while, shaking his head slowly. “You know, getting involved in this kind of work after you’ve been tied up in the Academy is probably dangerous. You don’t want to lose your standing with the Society.”

      Jayna kept her face neutral. How would Matthew react if she were to tell him that she is a Toral? He might not even recognize the term, and might not know what it meant. The only thing he might understand was that she had left the Academy.

      Would he understand if she told him she had started chasing dark magic? Would he think it was something beyond her capability?

      It was why she kept that to herself most of the time. Not only that, but Ceran had made it clear that sharing details of her work as a Toral was forbidden—and sharing that he was Sul’toral was forbidden.

      When—or if—she found her brother, she wondered what Jonathan would think of what she had done. Maybe it was easier for her to claim that she was part of the Society. Maybe it was easier for her to stay bound up within that, and to use that knowledge to her advantage.

      “I’m still going to help him. I’m not leaving Jonathan imprisoned somewhere, if that’s what’s happened to him.”

      Matthew watched her. “If you ever make your way back to Istanal, there’s someone there who might know a little bit more.”

      Jayna hadn’t been int the city of Istanal in a long time. “How do you know this?”

      “Rumors, mostly. I haven’t dug into them, not much, at least, but those rumors are there. I figure there has to be some meat to them, and that they’re not just bones, but I still haven’t gone looking.”

      “This is Jonathan we’re talking about.”

      Was this Matthew’s way of telling her something he wasn’t supposed to? When it came to him—and her brother—she didn’t know. They had their own secretive way of working together.

      “It is,” he said softly. “But I don’t know what I would do if I found out there was something I could have done and didn’t.”

      “You’d rather just pretend there isn’t anything you can do now?”

      He looked up, locking eyes with her. “I’d rather just do what the two of us agreed to. If I found out too much, I know what I would end up doing.”

      Jayna just shook her head. “I can’t ignore the possibility that I might be able to help him. You were his best friend.”

      “I still am,” Matthew said softly. He pulled the tray of food toward him and began picking at it, taking a bite of the meat, nodding to himself. “Not bad.”

      Jayna ate in silence, starting with the meat, moving on to the vegetables, and leaving the bread for last. When she was done, she rolled up the bread in the napkin and stuffed it into her pocket. She could return the napkin later.

      She watched Matthew eating; he had a ravenous look as he devoured his food. How long had it been since he had a good meal?

      “What about you?” she asked him.

      “What about me?”

      “Are you well enough?”

      Matthew flashed a smile. “You don’t have to worry about me, Jayna. I can take care of myself.”

      “I don’t mean like that.”

      He sniffed. “When your brother disappeared, it gave me a chance to look into a few things. I . . . Well, I figure I’m going to chase down some information I’ve been avoiding.”

      “What sort of information?”

      Matthew took a long drink of his ale, then set it back down. “The sort I don’t like to talk about.”

      Jayna watched him for a moment before shaking her head. “I could help. I have resources.”

      He smiled to himself before finishing his ale and pushing the tray and the mug away. “I know you’d like to, but I doubt there’s anything that anybody in the Society would be able to do to help me. Anyway, this is the sort of thing I need to do on my own. I don’t know if you could or should help me at all.”

      She nodded. She understood.

      “How long are you going to be in Nelar?” Jayna asked.

      “Not all that long. You?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure. Hopefully not too much longer.”

      “You don’t care for Nelar?”

      “There are elements to it that I like, but there are parts of the city I’m not terribly fond of,” Jayna said.

      “It’s like that anywhere you go,” he said.

      “I don’t know. It feels like it’s more prominent here.”

      “Of course it does,” he said. “You’re at the edge of the city, along the outskirts. Your magic is not the most potent type of magic out here.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “There are all sorts of powers in the world, Jayna. Sorcery is but one of them.” He smiled. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my time wandering since losing your brother, it’s that sorcery is not even the most powerful magic. Why else do you think the king made such a point of pushing out the El’aras?”

      “It’s not just the El’aras,” Jayna said softly.

      Matthew watched her, looking as if he wanted to ask her something more, before nodding slowly and getting to his feet. “It was great to see you, Jayna. Be careful.”

      “You, as well.”

      Matthew regarded her for another moment before stepping out of the tavern, leaving Jayna sitting there alone. It didn’t take long before Robert strode over, taking a seat in front of her.

      “Is he really an old friend?”

      Jayna nodded slowly. “I’ve known him for almost my whole life. I never would’ve expected to see him here, though.”

      “What’s he doing here?”

      “If I know him, something dangerous.” She turned away from the door, looking to Robert. “If you hear anything about him, would you pass word to me?”

      “You think to protect him, too?”

      “I don’t know. Given the kind of thing he is likely bound up in, he might need help and not even realize it yet.”

      Robert grinned. “I’ll pass on whatever I learn. You certainly do keep interesting company.”

      “You have no idea.” She pulled the charred remains of the enchantment out of her pocket, and set it on the table. “Does this look familiar? Did you see this last night?”

      “Not that,” Robert said.

      Jayna reached for it, but Robert tapped on it.

      “He didn’t have one like that, but he did have something similar.” He shrugged. “Ever since the attack, I haven’t been as connected to the dular as I once was. I don’t know if I could even help you as I once would’ve been able to. I probably would have known exactly who made an enchantment like that.”

      “You would have?”

      “That was my ability, such as it was. I couldn’t make a whole lot of enchantments, but I could certainly feel the presence of one, and I would know anything about it. Not that it served me all that well. I had plenty of people trying to draw me into their work, but I enjoyed my tavern.” He got to his feet, tapping the back of the chair. “Be careful out there, Jayna. If you come back tonight, I’ll try to have something different on the menu for you. You’ve been eating here a lot.”

      “You’re a good cook, Robert.”

      He smiled. “Aw, that’s awfully nice of you to say. Now if you would only spread the word and get me a bit more business, I would appreciate it.”

      “You were busy enough last night.”

      “That’s ale. Not as much coin in ale. I need to sell food. I need to get people in here—eating, leaving, you know. The full spectrum of business.”

      Jayna chuckled. “I’ll pass the word on.”

      She tucked the enchantment back into her pocket, finished her ale, and got to her feet. She needed to find Rosal. To do that, she was going to need Topher’s help.

      She didn't think Raollet was involved, not anymore, but that didn't mean that some follower of Gabranth didn't lurk in the city wanting revenge for what she and Eva had done. In fact, she wouldn’t dare put it past any dark sorcerer.

      As she left the tavern, she had a sense that somebody watched her, but she couldn’t tell. If Matthew were out there, following her, then she would give him a boring chase.

      She took the long way back home, wandering along the outskirts of the city, meandering between buildings and some ruins, before eventually making her way back to the home. The sense that somebody had followed her soon faded, then was gone altogether.

      It had to be Matthew.

      When that feeling left, she felt a bit bittersweet about it. Knowing that Matthew was in the city made her feel better, for whatever reason. Maybe it was just having that familiarity, knowing there was somebody here who knew her, even a little bit, or maybe it was tied to the fact he knew her brother, and she still wanted to do everything in her power to figure out what happened to him. Either way, she wondered if there might be something she could do to help Matthew.

      Maybe not directly. Matthew wouldn’t allow that. Still, if she could figure out what he was doing in the city, she may be able to help. That would make her feel a little better, and make her feel like she was doing her part to help Jonathan.
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      When she arrived home, she paused just inside the door.

      Eva rested on the chair next to the hearth, and once again it was crackling with a hot intensity, the fire burning brightly, as it often did when Eva was here. Conversely, it burned down quickly when she was gone, though she wondered if Eva had controlled it with her magic, or if the fire went out simply because nobody was there to tend it. Matthew’s conversation stuck with her. There were other kinds of power in the world.

      It was a strange thing for him to acknowledge. She’d always seen Matthew as a thief, and given that he spent time with her brother, she believed he was a skilled one, but that didn’t mean he would understand power.

      What if he really knew something more than he let on about her brother? It would be just like Matthew and Jonathan, she told herself, to keep secrets like that to themselves.

      Maybe while Matthew was in the city, she would have to keep tabs on him.

      Jayna pushed those thoughts away.

      The fact that Matthew was in the city only complicated things for her. He knew who she was in the past, and he knew about her connections to the Academy, but more than that, he also believed she was still attending the Academy. If she ran into him again, she would have to at least pretend she was still working with the Academy, and not doing anything else.

      She passed through the main room and stopped in the entrance to her bedroom.

      Topher was there, placing some pebbles into the wall, smoothing out the surface. He glanced over to her, grinning when she entered. “There you are,” he said. “I’ve been working on this, trying to help as much as I can.”

      “I’m not so sure that patching the wall with pebbles is the way to go,” she said.

      Topher turned his attention back to the wall and shrugged. “Maybe not, but you still had some holes in it. I figured that between some stones I found and whatever power you put into it, we can fully close this off so you don’t have to worry about anybody attacking you.”

      “I’m not terribly concerned that somebody might attack me again,” she said.

      “You may not be, but I am.” He shrugged again. “I don’t want something to happen to you, Jayna.”

      She shook her head, breathing out a sigh of irritation. “I don’t need you to watch over me, Topher. I have enough skill and ability to do it on my own.”

      “Of course you do. I was just trying to do whatever I could in order to help you, but . . .” He lowered his hands. He had two fistfuls of pebbles.

      Jayna let out a frustrated groan. She needed to be more careful with Topher. This was what had changed for him.

      Robert’s injury following the attack was obvious, but it wasn’t nearly as apparent with Topher. He had changed, she was certain of it, but not in a way she could see. Instead, it was evident every time she talked to him, in the way he reacted to her, and in how he acted, almost as if he were a little bit off.

      She would need to ask Char if there was anything that could be done to help him.

      “I’m sorry, Topher. You’ve been doing great work. I appreciate everything you’ve done to help make sure the wall is restored. I just don’t know how much you can do to help this. The wall needs more than just pebbles. It needs . . .”

      What it needed was something she didn’t necessarily have.

      It needed time, patience, and somebody with the expertise to create the right enchantments to place over the wall to secure it in place, and to ensure it didn’t break through. It needed a true sorcerer, not somebody like herself.

      Though she had enough sorcery to help her complete many different enchantments, and she had the spellbook she’d stolen from Char and the outpost, she didn’t have the knowledge. It was that knowledge deficit which really created the challenge for her and kept her from being able to do all the things she wanted to do. The dragon stone ring could help, but there were some limits to how much the ring made a difference.

      “If you really think I could help, I’m happy to try. I know some people. I am sure I could find the right dular to help with this.”

      “I’m sure you could,” she said. She looked at Topher. She debated the question she wanted to ask him, knowing it might hurt his feelings. This was a man who acted like a boy, but one who'd been hurt. She wasn't about to whip him while he was down, but she still felt as if she needed to ask. “How long do you intend to stay with us?”

      He headed over to the wall, stuffing the pebbles up into it like he had before. “I don’t really know. I figured I would stay until I figure out where else I can go—that is, if you don’t mind.”

      She forced a smile. “I don’t mind.” She did, but at the same time, given that the dark magic had been out in the world, and it had been drawn to him twice, she also felt as if she had an obligation to ensure he was fully protected. That was part of her role as Toral. “I just wanted to see what your plans were.”

      “I don’t really have a plan so much. I appreciate you letting me stay here.” He glanced toward the other room. “And . . .”

      “And I think you’re going to have to let her go,” Jayna said. “I can see it your eyes. I’ve seen that look from men before. It’s not going to work.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because she has her own issues.”

      Jayna took a seat on the bed while Topher began to stuff more pebbles into the wall again. Most of them stayed, but some poured out, cascading out of the holes in the wall, raining down onto the floor. Topher continued to shove them into the cracks, determined to fit them in.

      “What issues does she have?” Topher asked.

      “It's not so much issues as it is injury,” she said. She shook her head. “I shouldn't even be saying anything to you. She wouldn't like it if I did.”

      “I just want to help her. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “She might say otherwise,” Jayna said.

      “Even so, that doesn’t mean I can’t do something to help her.” He looked over to the outer room, shoving a fistful of pebbles into one particularly large crack. None of them stayed.

      “She and I met only about a year ago,” Jayna said softly, glancing to the outer room, too. “She was hurt. I found her in my travels, shortly after I left—” She forced a smile. She wasn’t about to tell him where she had left, though she had a feeling Topher didn’t even care. He only wanted to do whatever he could to help Eva. “Anyway. She was propped up against a pile of rocks. Her eyes were closed, her head bent over.” Jayna shook her head. She remembered that day quite well. She had only taken the ring a few weeks before, and didn’t really understand the power within it. Ceran had provided her with some basic lessons, but she was instructed to travel from the Academy to a small town along the coast where she would get further instruction. As she’d been traveling, she came across Eva.

      “How badly was she hurt?” Topher asked, turning to her. He still had a fistful of pebbles, but he clutched them rather than trying to stuff them into the wall.

      “At the time, I didn’t think she was that seriously injured. She was passed out on the side of the road, nothing else around her. She didn’t have any obvious injuries when I looked at her, though I couldn’t get her to come around.” If Jayna knew then what she did now, she would have wondered if Eva had been intoxicated, but she didn’t think that was the case, either. If it were merely drunkenness, she would’ve recovered far more easily than she had. This was something else—something she didn’t fully understand.

      She had tried using magic at first, then she had discovered that wasn’t enough. She had needed something else. She had needed to use the dragon stone ring.

      The combination of the two had been enough to help Eva, though even then, there had been a bit of a limit to what she had managed to do.

      Slowly, Eva had come around—mostly on her own, though Jayna had tried to help. Jayna still didn’t know if what she had done had been the key to Eva’s recovery, or if there was something else to it. She still didn’t know if Eva suffered from an actual injury, or if her affliction was more about an emptiness. She couldn’t help but feel as if some of the power she now saw in Eva had been absent at the time, and Eva had needed to recharge.

      Still, even though she had needed that time, it had struck her that Eva had chosen to come along with her. Eva had stayed since then.

      “Why does she drink as much wine as she does?”

      Jayna shrugged. “I don’t know. I stopped asking.” At least, she had mostly stopped asking. There were still times when she wondered if she could dig into what happened, find out the reason Eva did the things she did, but Jayna was not skilled at understanding Eva. “All I know is she isn’t from around here. She comes from someplace beyond the kingdom, though it’s not anyplace she admits to.”

      “Why not?”

      “Again, I don’t know. She keeps these things to herself. I think she feels like she’s protecting us, or she’s protecting something else.” She shrugged. “She has a unique ability, and without that . . .” She shrugged again. “It doesn’t even matter. All that matters is that she’s suffered, and I don’t really understand all that she has struggled with, only that her struggle has changed her. I try to understand, and I tried to give her time to work through what she needs to, but it’s not always easy.”

      “I’ve heard of something similar—the kind of power she has,” he said. “Mostly childhood stories. Though those stories never spoke of a person having that kind of power. Some sort of lizard.” He frowned, tipping his head.

      Jayna chuckled. “She's not a dragon,” she said.

      “I know,” he said, though he grinned. “Could you imagine if she was?”

      Jayna considered it for a moment before discarding that thought.

      “I could look into her power, if you want,” Topher said.

      “I’m not so sure digging into the kind of power she has is in our best interest.”

      “Why not? Doesn’t she want us to help her?”

      “It’s not so much a matter of that. It has more to do with her viewing any sort of help as interference.”

      “Interference? I would only be doing a little of my own research to help her. I think she would appreciate that.”

      She shook her head. “You go ahead and do what you think you need to, but if she catches you digging into her past, I don’t want to be anywhere nearby.”

      “You’re afraid of her?”

      “Let’s just say I have a healthy appreciation for her anger.”

      It wasn’t so much fear, Jayna told herself—though on second thought, maybe it was. There was no doubt Eva had power, and it was the kind of power Jayna didn’t even understand. Had they not struggled as much as they had with dark sorcerers recently, she wondered if maybe she would’ve taken the time to try to piece through just what it was, but given all they’d faced, dealing with Eva’s particular magic was not something she had spent much time contemplating.

      Jayna waved for him to get moving. “There are other things for you to be focused on rather than Eva. She wouldn’t be very pleased if she knew we were talking about her anyway.”

      “I don’t know why she would care.”

      “She would care because she’s Eva. She doesn’t like people talking about her, and I don’t think she wants anybody to be concerned about her.”

      “But I am concerned about her,” Topher said.

      She chuckled. “Just . . . Maybe keep that to yourself. Maybe don’t reveal how much you worry for her.”

      Topher looked along the hallway, turning his attention back to her. “I don’t like that I can’t.”

      “You don’t have to like it. It’s her choice, not ours. And besides, I need you to help me now. You said you knew how to find some of the dular, so I need you to use that knowledge so we can track down who made this item. Will you do that?”

      He shoved another fist full of pebbles into the broken wall before finally turning to her. “I suppose. I might need to take it with me.”

      “Take it if you need to, but just bring it back.”

      “I can’t make any promises,” he said to her. She offered a smile, and he shrugged. “I’m telling you the truth. I can’t make any promises about whether I can bring this back. If I find the person responsible, isn’t that enough?”

      “I suppose so,” she said.

      “Then can I have it?”

      She sighed, reaching into her pocket and pulling out the damaged enchantment before handing it over to Topher. These enchantments were all they had to track this dular, and without this one, she feared she wouldn’t figure out who was responsible.

      Still, she hadn’t gotten anywhere so far. She suspected she could wander through the city a little bit more, going with Eva and any of her contacts, but at this point it might not even be effective. She might as well see what Topher could learn.

      “Only if you need it. Otherwise, bring it back.”

      “It’s already burned out. There’s not going to be anything within it you can use.”

      “It doesn’t have anything to do with me being able to use it.” At least, it didn’t have everything to do with her being able to use it. There was a benefit in having something like this for her to explore, to test and learn, and to see just what might be trapped within it.

      It might be time for her to start looking at using enchantments again. She might need to use something other than her own magic when she faced some of the dark sorcerers.

      Jayna motioned for Topher to get moving, and he took the enchantment, stuffed it into his pocket, and slipped off down the hall, leaving a trail of pebbles behind him. She only shook her head. He might be helpful, but she couldn’t help but feel she put her trust in the wrong person.

      She followed him down the hall, reaching where Eva sat in the chair. She grabbed the glass of wine off of the floor in front of her, swirling it briefly the way Eva often did, before bringing it to her nose and breathing in its scent. It was sharp, with oaky notes, and there was something almost buttery about it.

      “Get your own glass,” Eva muttered.

      “I just might do that.” She headed to the cabinet, grabbed a glass, then poured herself some. “Topher went looking for the dular.”

      “Fine. He went looking for the dular.”

      “He’s risking himself for us.”

      She shook her head, reaching for her glass, but Jayna didn’t hand it over to her. “He’s risking himself because he wants to help you.”

      “Actually, I think it has more to do with you,” Jayna said.

      Eva’s mouth pressed into a tight line. “Then he’s making a mistake.”

      “Which is the same thing I told him, but you know how young men can be. They get an idea in their head, and they think they need to do all they can to save someone.”

      “He thinks to save me?”

      “I don’t know if he thinks he can save you so much as he believes you need help. In that, the two of us agree. You do need help.”

      “What I need is for you to leave me alone with my wine.”

      “I'd rather sit with you and share a glass of wine. We don't even have to do it here.”

      “I like the fire,” Eva said.

      Topher's comment came back to Jayna, and though she didn't think Eva was a dragon, what if there were some beings who shared that mythical creature's power?

      “I wish you would tell me what happened. At least, more of what happened—more about what you remember.”

      She glanced over to the door, thankful Topher was gone. She didn’t think Eva would share anything with Topher here, but even with him gone, there was a real possibility she wouldn’t admit anything—certainly not that she struggled. This was Eva, after all. She was a proud woman, and she liked to view herself as strong, determined.

      “It’s a long story,” she said.

      “Then share it. If it’s a long story, I have time. We have to wait until Topher gets back from looking for the dular, anyway.”

      “We don’t. I could just sit here and have a drink.”

      “Or you could tell me why you feel the need to drink. You could tell me what happened to you that day I met you.”

      “The day you met me I died.”

      “You didn’t die.”

      Eva looked up, holding her gaze. “Are you so sure?”

      “Do you want to die? Maybe that’s been my problem all along. I keep thinking I need to help you, but that might be wrong.”

      “There’s no ‘might’ about it. That is wrong.”

      “If you don’t want the help, then I’ll stop offering it.”

      “Good,” Eva said.

      “But you’ve got somebody else now who wants to help you.”

      “I’m sure you can tell him something to scare him off.”

      “I don’t think so. I’m not going to chase him away on your behalf. If you don’t want him to help you, then you have to deal with it.”

      “I don’t. I can just ignore him.”

      “You might be able to, but I wonder if perhaps he’ll be a bit more persistent than you give him credit for.” Jayna thought about how determined he’d been to stuff the pebbles into the wall. Anyone who was willing to keep working at that, to keep shoving pebbles into a broken wall, regardless of how they poured back out, had a bit of stubbornness within them. It was that stubbornness that might be needed to get through to Eva.

      “Just tell him I don’t need his help,” she muttered.

      “You tell him. But if you’re going to be staying here with me, then you’re going to need to help me. You might not need his help, but you’ve proven to me that I need yours.”

      “On that we agree.”

      “And when he finds the dular responsible, I’m going to need your help to figure out what happened.”

      “You just want me to pull off the danger.”

      Jayna chuckled. “Obviously I can't.”

      “Obviously,” Eva muttered.

      Jayna took a sip of the wine, watching Eva for a long moment. “I hope you know that all I want is to help you.”

      “You seem to think you can help everyone.”

      “You know that’s not the case. But I do want to help you.”

      “I’m a lost cause. You might as well just give up on me.” Eva closed her eyes, turning her face to the fire. She bit her lip, and when she breathed out, a small streamer of smoke drifted from her. It floated around her, a swirling pattern that spiraled outward.

      “I refuse to see you as a lost cause, and I refuse to allow you to think you are one.”

      “You can refuse it all you want, but that doesn’t change the truth.” She opened one eye. “Leave the glass behind.”

      Jayna let out a frustrated sigh, getting to her feet and turning away from Eva. She would leave her, if the woman wanted to be left alone, and she would go and work on her wall. At least with that, her efforts didn’t feel quite as futile.
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      Jayna glanced over to Topher as they headed toward the small market, moving through the darkened city streets. The only light was that of the glowing moss, a trail of green that guided them forward. The moon was a sliver, not casting nearly enough light down for them to see by. Even the stars didn’t twinkle quite as brightly as they normally did.

      “Are you sure about this?” Jayna asked.

      “I’m sure about what I found,” Topher said. “You wanted me to find who made this thing, so I did. I told you I would.” He grinned. “It was easier than I expected. I thought I was going to have to check all of the dular, but I only had to ask a couple before they knew right where to find him.”

      “Him?”

      “The man from the other night. The one who passed out in your bed. He’s the one who makes these.”

      She frowned. “No.”

      “He’s one of the dular. Apparently, he’s quite gifted, as well. I don’t know the whole story about him, but from the way it sounds, his skills have improved recently. Now he has quite a crowd that want his enchantments.”

      She followed him through the market. Eva was out there somewhere, exploring on her own, and at this point, Jayna was no longer concerned about what Eva intended, or even if she were tracking them. At this point, the only thing Jayna really cared about was getting to the bottom of who had used the enchantment that had blasted through the wall of her home.

      “Why here?” she whispered.

      Topher shrugged as he looked around him. “There are plenty of dular markets in the city—especially the city—but not many like this.” He chuckled. “This one sells particular items. Dangerous ones.”

      She regarded him for a moment. He seemed almost excited. “You find this interesting?”

      “I think the history of it is interesting. The city embraces the dular. Usually places try to hide their magic, their enchantments. Not here.”

      She grunted, shaking her head. “It’s not usually about keeping it from others. It’s about keeping it from the Sorcerers’ Society. “

      “That’s why the dular are doing it at night.”

      “I doubt they’re trying to conceal their actions from the Society,” Jayna said.

      She hadn't taken any time to try to figure out the politics of Nelar, though perhaps she should. The dular were able to operate openly, but that didn't mean all of them did. Dangerous enchantments could be found in this market. That was what Topher had said. And certain enchantments were far more dangerous than others.

      And in a place that had an outpost. She was less surprised that there would be an underground market—she’d been in other cities with similar places, and wasn’t so shocked to find one here—but she was a bit taken aback by the willingness to deal in magic so close to the outpost.

      She could hear voices in the distance, the sound of people calling to each other—merchants with their wares, others selling items—and she wondered if this was only a place to sell enchantments, or if there were other items for sale. Typically in these underground markets, people could buy more than just enchantments. Maybe this was the kind of place where Master Raollet had acquired the El’aras. She wandered through the booths, taking a moment to pause every so often, examining the different items, and Topher hurried ahead.

      She had visited several dular markets, but not this one.

      She hadn't even heard of this one before.

      Of course, if there were particular items they wanted concealed, it made sense that she wouldn't have. She had brought money though. She might be here looking for information about the enchantments, but she could also find her own enchantments. She wouldn't want to leave something useful behind.

      Wheeled booths lined the road, most of them wooden so they could be folded down into carts for storage. Hundreds of people crowded the market.

      She coughed, clearing her throat, and Topher paused to turn back to her.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “We should take a few moments here,” she said.

      “I thought we were going to see this guy.”

      “We are,” she said. “But we have time.”

      If the market was open, there was no place else he would go. And more than that, she thought there was value in having an opportunity to see what kind of items were here. While enchantments made by sorcerers were usually more powerful than those made by dular, she could still find something useful here. There might be enchantments she could use to protect herself.

      Unfortunately, she didn’t have much money to spend. She had some extra coin, but following the job stopping the Celebrants, she hadn’t taken on any ancillary jobs as she once had. She wished she had more time to do so. At least then she could feel as if she were using her magic in ways that weren't always so dark.

      Topher looked back at her.

      Jayna stopped at the nearest stand, looking at the items in it.

      The person behind the stand was an older woman with long brown hair, a simple brown dress of heavy wool, and a dark, almost hollow expression in her eyes. She had to be the dular who made these items, but she didn’t look like most of the dular whom Jayna had encountered before.

      “If you’re just going to look, then you can move along,” the woman said.

      “What do you have here?” Jayna asked.

      “What are you looking for?” the woman snapped.

      Jayna glanced over to Topher before grinning as she turned back to the woman. “I just wanted to know what sort of items you had. If you don’t have anything of use—”

      “Who says it’s not of use? You? You don’t look like you can tell much of anything.” The woman then looked at Topher. “And how about you? You might have some sense in you, but I doubt it’s of much help.”

      Jayna found herself smiling. This woman and her snarkiness left her amused more than anything else. “Maybe you could share with me your most impressive items.”

      “Why would I do that? Just so you can decide they aren’t worth what I say they are?”

      “What’s your talent?” Topher asked.

      Jayna glanced from him to the woman. She hadn’t even considered asking that question.

      As she looked along the row of items here, she realized something else: First, she should have checked in on that, and also, each stand would have items of different power. Each stand would be useful in different ways.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “I’m asking so I know what kind of items you might have here,” he said.

      “Items?” She waved her hand. “Be gone if you think all I have are items. What I have are valuable markers.”

      “Markers?” Jayna asked, leaning over. Some of the different enchantments were shaped in strange ways. She had experience working with and even creating enchantments, but she didn’t have experience assessing them.

      She studied the various items, trying to determine if there was anything here that might be beneficial to her, but she couldn’t even tell. They would all have come from the same talent, but most of these looked different, as if there was no consistency among them.

      She glanced over to Topher, and he had picked up a long, slender rod with a circular pattern etched along the surface of it. He twisted it in his hand, tapping it in his palm for a moment before setting it back down. “Unless you can share with us what your enchantments can do, I’m afraid none of them are valuable,” Topher said.

      He had lost some of the uncertainty he had around Jayna and Eva.

      It was interesting seeing him like this.

      Of course, he was one of the dular, or he had been before everything happened to him. She shouldn’t be at all surprised that he would feel some comfort around them, and wouldn’t struggle nearly as much here as he did in other circumstances.

      Maybe this was how she was going to get him to leave. She needed to find a place like this—a place where he could be more comfortable, more in his own element—and once she did, then she could let him get back to his life, while she and Eva kept on with theirs.

      “My items are made with a spark of fire,” she said.

      “A spark of fire?” Jayna asked, holding a cylindrical object. There was a pattern on the surface of it that looked to be a similar spiral to the one she had seen Topher holding. Maybe the pattern was what mattered, as if the spiral itself would somehow augment its power, though she wasn’t sure. “What do you mean by that?”

      “The spark holds the power within it.”

      “I understand how an enchantment works,” she said, shaking her head as she stared at the woman. “What I’m asking is for you to tell me what your enchantments do. If you aren’t willing to do that, then . . .”

      She breathed out a sigh of frustration, turning her attention over to Topher.

      Jayna didn’t even know why she was bothering here. At this point, she didn’t need this woman. She needed to figure out what was going on with Rosal, and ensure he didn’t sell any other enchantments like the one that was used in her attack, which could be dangerous.

      “Where are you going?” the old woman asked as Jayna started to move away.

      “I figured you were done talking with us. I didn’t need to cause trouble with you.”

      “Who said it was trouble?”

      “You did,” Topher said.

      The woman scoffed, waving her hand again. “You young ones. Always so uncertain. If you want to know what these do, all you have to do is ask.”

      “We did ask,” Topher said. He glanced at Jayna and shrugged.

      He started down the road, moving on to the next booth, and Jayna headed away too, but the old woman grabbed her wrist, pulling her toward her.

      “I’m sure you could use a spark,” she said with a low and raspy voice.

      “Release my arm.”

      “Or what?”

      Heat began to build from the woman.

      Was she actually triggering one of her own enchantments?

      More than that, she seemed to be using it against Jayna. This was surprising, strange, but at the same time, at least she had a chance to observe the kind of magic this woman had. As the heat began to build from the woman’s hand, Jayna looked down, noticing the ring the woman wore. It had the same spiraling pattern as the other enchantments she had on her shelves.

      Jayna chuckled, smiling at the woman. “That is an interesting trick you have there. I’m afraid it isn’t powerful enough for my needs.”

      “I told you it was a spark,” she said.

      “A spark isn’t quite what I’m looking for.”

      She pressed her other hand on the woman, and she pushed a hint of power through the dragon stone ring. Cold seeped up into her—starting with her first finger and moving to her upper arm—but then she pushed it out in a hint of a soft pop of power. It was little more than that, but she used it in a way that would spread a surge of energy across the woman’s hand, and the woman jerked back, crying out.

      “What is that? What did you use on me?”

      “If you’re going to use your enchantment on me, then I thought I’d use mine on you.” Jayna smiled at her. “Try that again, and you’ll see that’s not the extent of what I can do.”

      She headed along the street until she caught up with Topher.

      “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “I wouldn’t have expected anybody to attack their customers. Shouldn’t she want to sell her enchantments?”

      Jayna snorted. “It's not your fault.”

      “What did she do to you?”

      “She thought she would demonstrate her enchantment.”

      “Was it useful?”

      “Not so much. There was a little bit of a spark, some heat, but nothing more than that.”

      “I wonder why she didn’t want to explain what it does,” he said.

      “Probably because it was so insignificant,” Jayna said.

      It wasn’t meaningless, but it wasn’t very potent. She had a hard time seeing the value in an enchantment like that.

      Which was probably the point. That woman probably knew she was going to have a hard time selling her enchantments if she had revealed how minimally effective they are.

      She glanced over to the next stand. This one had three people operating it, obviously a family—a mother, father, and a dark-haired daughter, who shared her father’s dark hair and her mother’s full lips. They were all dressed in sheer silk gowns, but had nothing else unique about them.

      Topher paused, looking at the items arranged in their stall.

      Unlike the last woman’s stand, all of the items here looked to be a bit different. Jayna knew to look for the pattern on them, because regardless of anything else, the pattern was what allocated power to the items. That was what mattered.

      She glanced over to Topher. He smiled at the little girl, who couldn’t be more than eleven or twelve, before nodding to her parents. “What items do you have?”

      “What are you looking for?” the man asked. He had a long chin and a narrow smile. Despite that, there was something almost pleasant about the way he smiled. “Unlike other dular, the intent of the enchantment is what matters to us. We have stored energy in our enchantments in various ways. We figure that we can provide you with whatever you’re looking for.”

      Jayna looked over to Topher.

      “I’m looking for something that might have stored energy. Something a little more violent.”

      The man frowned. “Violent?”

      “Let’s just say that I was attacked in an alleyway. What would you have that might offer me an opportunity to defend myself and find a way to escape?”

      “There are a variety of items, but what you’re looking for is not the kind of thing we sell.”

      “Do you have anything that could be used in that way?”

      “As I said, we don’t keep anything quite like that. We’ve chosen to use our enchantments for good—not that most of the people here care about such things.”

      Jayna started to smile. Did he really want to deter his potential customers? “I didn’t say it wouldn’t be for good.”

      The man turned away from her and looked at Topher. “What about you? Are you looking for something violent?”

      “I’m out here with her. We just came to see what you might have.”

      The man frowned as he looked at Topher. “You should know better.”

      “I’m sorry,” Topher said.

      Topher slipped off, and now Jayna frowned, glancing from the other dular to Topher before following him.

      “What was that—”

      She looked down to see the young girl had followed and now looked up at her. “I might have something that would work for you.”

      “Do you?” Jayna grinned at her. “What exactly do you have?”

      “I can hold sound. I’ve found a way to focus it. My enchantment traps it inside, so when you release it, it’s pretty powerful.”

      “How powerful?”

      “Powerful enough.”

      “Does it sound like a scream?”

      “It sounds like nothing you have ever imagined.”

      “I don’t know about that. I have a pretty good imagination.”

      “It sounds like thunder. Some of them, at least. Not all of them. Some of them aren’t nearly as loud as that. But all of them are potent.” She glanced back to the stand. “My father doesn’t like me using them. He thinks it’s misguided.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I just like being able to make things for people who appreciate them.”

      “You don’t think your father appreciates what you make?”

      “I . . .”

      She looked over her shoulder before turning back to Jayna. “I can’t be gone for long. If you want them, all I want is a single silver. I can give you a dozen for that.”

      Jayna glanced back to see the girl’s mother watching, but there was no sign of her father. At least he was preoccupied. Jayna reached into her pocket. “I can give you one gold. Nothing more than that.”

      “I don’t need a gold. I just need the silver.”

      Jayna flipped her the coin. “You keep the rest. You keep making your enchantments. And if they are as good as you say, I might be back.”

      The girl smiled. “They’re better.”

      She handed a pouch to Jayna, who took it and shook it for a moment. There had to be more than a dozen in here, but she had spent a gold coin on an untested enchantment, so she figured she probably deserved more than a dozen.

      She glanced over to Topher, who shrugged.

      “What if they don’t work?” he asked.

      “Then I’m out a gold coin.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “I mind, but I also recognize that if it does what she tells me it does, then it might be more valuable than any of the other enchantments I’ve used.”

      If the enchantments were as effective as the girl claimed, she could easily come up with plenty of uses for them. A blast of explosive sound might incapacitate any attacker, but wouldn't have the same destruction that some other offensive-type magic would. Her own sorcery was plenty devastating when she used it, and she didn’t need to tear down the city while trying to find who created this enchantment.

      Even better, enchantments like this would be hard for the Society to trace.

      She followed Topher, heading from one stand to another, pausing as they looked at one where three people were arranged in the booth. It looked to be three independent sellers, each with her own strip of the booth, and each with enchantments that didn’t have the same level of detail and decoration as some of the others she’d seen. Jayna paused long enough to lift one of the enchantments, a small bowl with a pattern of streaking lines in the bottom of it.

      “It will hold your memories,” the woman said. She had a soft, lilting way of speaking. Accented.

      “What sort of memories?”

      “The enchantment is designed to help capture your thoughts, and it will hold them for you.”

      “How do I get them back?”

      She glanced from the woman to Topher before her dragon stone ring squeezed her finger briefly. She frowned, searching for the source, but didn’t see anything. There might have been a flicker of movement down the street, but in the market, there was movement everywhere.

      “That is more difficult,” the woman said. “Once you extract your memories, the enchantment merely holds them. Putting them back requires a different kind of magic.”

      Jayna handed the bowl back. “What good is an enchantment that holds memories if I can’t return them?”

      “What good is having certain memories?” the woman asked.

      Jayna held her gaze. The woman had dark skin, curly black hair, and freckles of pigment along the corners of her eyes extending up onto her forehead.

      “You don’t mean storing good memories,” Jayna realized.

      The woman just watched her.

      She had plenty of memories she would love to lose—especially since starting to work with Ceran. There were terrible dark creatures she would love to forget having faced.

      “I would let one go for only a few coppers,” the woman said.

      “I don’t know if I could use it.”

      “You don’t want to remove some of your memories?”

      “I want to keep all of my memories,” Jayna said. “Good and bad.”

      She had other bad memories, beyond the dark creatures. Too often, she had dealt with memories of what had happened to her parents, losing her brother, and even the pain of what had happened when she had separated from the Academy. All of those could be stored in this device, ripped free from her, and Jayna wouldn’t mind one bit. The thought of having those memories taken from her, what it might be like to find a way past them, was compelling.

      At the same time, who would she be without them? Those memories were what she was made of.

      She glanced along the street for a moment and realized something. Eva was there. She couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she wasn’t thinking about this enchantment in quite the right way.

      Something like this wouldn’t necessarily be a detriment to someone like Eva.

      Jayna fished into her pocket and pulled out three copper coins. “It’s all I have.”

      The woman smiled at her. “That is enough. Just be prepared to focus on the memory you want extracted, and let it stay within the enchantment.”

      “What if it doesn’t want to stay in the bowl?”

      “All memories will stay.”

      Jayna opened her mouth to ask another question, to try to figure out more, when a shout came from down the street. Everything within her went tense, but the shout was somebody calling for attention. It was a vendor trying to draw people to their stand.

      Jayna hurriedly stuffed the bowl into her pocket, and she nodded to the woman before following Topher down the street.

      “What do you think is going on down here?” she asked him.

      “I don’t exactly know. When I’ve been to markets like this before, it’s never been this active.”

      “Never?”

      “Well, there has been some activity, but it’s a midnight market for a reason.”

      “Because they don’t want the Society to be aware of what they’re selling.”

      “Maybe that’s part of it, but dular are accepted here.” He shrugged. “It’s more what they’re selling. That’s why they want the cover of night.”

      “Why don’t we get down there and see what’s going on,” Jayna suggested.

      She followed Topher, her gaze drifting along some of the other vendors, each of them selling items much like the others, but each one also unique. Distinct. Each vendor had enchantments, but they were of their own particular persuasion—power that would be tied to the vendor itself, and to the way they structured the enchantment. For Jayna, there was something intriguing about coming to a place like this; there were so many different opportunities to uncover the power that was here, and to try to understand what exactly the vendors created. But that wasn’t the reason she was here tonight.

      At the end of the street, there was a larger stand than the others. One of the vendors had turned it into something like a platform, a stage for him to stand upon, calling out to the people navigating through the market. There were more people here than Jayna had anticipated, all of them hidden by the darkness of night, concealed by the shadows.

      Not the vendor standing atop the stage, though.

      “Is that—”

      “Rosal.” Jayna nodded, looking up at him. “That’s Rosal.”
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      The stage Rosal stood upon looked to be made out of the sides of the wagon that contained his items. The platform folded down, propped up with two wooden posts that gave him a place to maneuver, and he strode back and forth across it, calling out to the crowd. His jacket was unbuttoned down to the middle of his chest, revealing far more skin than most of the vendors, and his breeches were snug. His black boots gleamed with the light of the three lanterns shining up at him from the surrounding grounds. He had attracted a considerable crowd, several dozen people now pressing in upon him, and two others stood behind Rosal, who looked to be taking in money and trading the enchantments.

      “I didn’t know he was a dular,” Jayna whispered. She just shook her head. “Wonder why he concealed that from me.”

      She watched him, getting close enough to listen.

      “All of you are here for the same reason,” Rosal was saying. “All of you are looking for something new and impressive. You have come to the end of your search!” He paused in the middle of the stage, his hands held to either side of him and raised up to the sky. It reminded Jayna a little bit of the Celebrants of Asymorn. “I bring you something different than the others. Why create sparks when you can create fire? Why lose memories when you can make fantastic new ones? Why create storehouses when you can show the gods your power?”

      Jayna scooted closer. Topher stayed with her, as if he needed to protect her. She twisted the dragon stone ring on her finger as she approached, looking up at Rosal as he shouted out to the crowd.

      “What I bring to you is something that has not been seen in Nelar before. A simple trigger, and you can find the night alight with color.”

      He held out a small enchantment. It was little more than the size of a bean, and it rested in the palm of his hand. A few snickers from the people gathered around him elicited a smile from Rosal.

      “Now, I know what you must be thinking. This doesn’t look like much. You’ve seen enchantments that are covered with intricate patterns and others that look like exquisite carvings or artwork designed to hold power. What can this tiny enchantment do that the others cannot?” He leaned forward, sweeping his gaze around the others. Jayna shifted so that she hid slightly behind Topher, not wanting Rosal to know she was there, not wanting him to see her any sooner than necessary. She wanted to know just what he was up to and what he believed was possible.

      “He’s right,” Topher said, leaning back and looking over his shoulder at her. “It doesn’t really look like much.”

      “It’s all part of his pitch,” Jayna said. “He’s got something up his sleeve.”

      The way he described it, though, left her questioning just what he intended. What did he have that he thought would actually impress the gods?

      Rosal held up the small enchantment, pinching it between his thumb and first finger. The faint lantern light didn’t illuminate all of it, leaving it looking dim and small. Even that was probably part of Rosal’s intention.

      “Now, when I show you what this can do, there will be some of you who will question the purpose behind it. There will be some of you who begin to ask why I would even bother with something like this. To that, I would say this has many uses, and I will share them with you. First, a demonstration.” He grinned as he swept his gaze along the crowd. “This is but the smallest enchantment I have. I have others, many others, and some of them quite a bit larger.” He squeezed the enchantment, closing his eyes for a moment, then tossed it into the sky.

      They didn’t have to wait long.

      The enchantment exploded in a burst of colored lights.

      It was a series of sparkling yellow and green and blue, and it crackled in the sky for a moment before fading completely.

      “Oh,” Topher said.

      Jayna could only stare. After what had happened the night before, and the way her home had very nearly been burned down, seeing Rosal working with fire left her unsettled. At least she could move past the idea that she'd been attacked by some follower of Gabranth, or worse—one of the Celebrants of Asymorn.

      It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      She grabbed Topher, pulling him along with her. “Come on.”

      “What are we doing?”

      “We’re going to get close enough to have a few words with him.”

      “Why? Do you want some of those?”

      Jayna considered it. In addition to the small enchantments the girl had given her, having something like the sparkling light Rosal created might be a welcome distraction, especially against dark magic. She could easily imagine how the Celebrants of Asymorn would handle something like that. They embraced dark and dangerous magic, and these were unique enchantments. But that wasn’t the reason she wanted to have words with Rosal.

      “It’s the kind of magic he’s working with,” she said. “I’m starting to think I wasn’t the target.”

      “You think Rosal did this?”

      Jayna frowned deeply. “Not him, but . . .”

      She saw figures moving in the shadows around the wagon, converging on Rosal.

      She stared at him.

      She tried to catch Rosal’s eyes, but he was focused on the crowd in front of him, his attention more on those whom he would sell to than anyone else. She leaned toward Topher.

      “Something’s going to happen,” she whispered.

      Topher glanced over to her, frowning. “What do you think is going to happen?”

      She shook her head, turning to focus on the people converging on Rosal, though wasn’t able to tell much of anything.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it.”

      Jayna twisted the dragon stone ring, and started to pull on power. Cold immediately began to work up her hand as she connected through the Toral ring to the Sul'toral power Ceran granted her. There was an edge of darkness along the borders of that power, but she skimmed across the surface of the power she could access. She tried not to think about that dark energy, nor about how she had once drawn on it.

      Rosal reached into his pocket and took out another enchantment. “If you would like, I can demonstrate a larger one, but this one requires a bit of a commitment from you. What I’m looking for is for you to share your interest with me.” He waited, and several of the people surged forward, getting closer to him. “As you can imagine, creating enchantments like this incurs a significant cost. It takes quite a bit out of me. But I do it for you,” he said.

      Jayna pushed on Topher, shoving him up the side of the crowd. “I need you to watch out,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      She nodded to the figures moving around in the shadows. “Go and alert Eva. We might have something taking place here.”

      Topher frowned as he stared into the darkness, and Jayna gave him a little push—not hard, but enough that he started forward.

      She was left to watch Rosal alone.

      He was certainly a compelling salesman, and the enchantment had its own sort of charm, something about it that she recognized as appealing. Still, she worried what else he might be up to, and worried about whose attention he might’ve drawn.

      Somebody obviously wanted him for his enchantments.

      It was possible that, despite what she thought, Rosal had been responsible for creating the enchantment someone else had used on her that had very nearly burned her home down.

      She nudged her way forward, sliding between the crowd, and as she got close, somebody shot her a look, pushing on her.

      Jayna reacted, using a hint of power from the dragon stone ring, pushing back.

      The man cried out.

      “Just give me space,” Jayna muttered.

      By the time she reached the platform where Rosal paraded along the front, he had turned his back to her.

      “Rosal,” she said.

      He turned slowly, then looked down. When he saw her, his eyes widened slightly. “Jayna? What are you doing here?”

      “I would ask you the same—”

      An explosion thundered through the market.

      It was a massive burst of power, filled with heat and energy and fire.

      It was not much different from the explosion that had ripped through her home. The power that came with it threw Jayna back, and she staggered for a moment until she caught herself and spun around, looking for the source of the explosion.

      She couldn’t see anything.

      She reached for the power within the ring, holding on to it. Cold worked up her arm as she held that magic, hating that she had to use it this often. Even though she couldn’t see anybody, she knew better than to sit by while power continued to explode.

      She spun back to Rosal. “What’s going on?”

      “I . . .”

      Another explosion thundered, this one even closer than the last.

      Jayna grabbed for Rosal and pulled him off the platform, forcing him closer to her. He staggered for a moment and then jumped down to land on the ground next to her.

      Everything around them was chaos. People shouted and merchants started running, some of them leaving their wares behind. Others attempted to pack up their belongings, but were not quick enough. The ongoing explosions continued. Each individual one was not all that large, though they were large enough to carry the energy of the heat and flame that she had felt in her home.

      “They found me,” he whispered.

      “Who found you?”

      “It’s . . .”

      He didn’t get a chance to finish. There was another explosion, this one nearby. The power thundered through the back of the wagon. Jayna reacted, hurriedly tracing the magic ball spell she'd learned from the spellbook and creating shielding. It wasn't complicated. It was merely a reaction, Jayna’s way of calling upon her power, however briefly. As she latched on to that energy, letting it flow through her, she pushed against the explosion.

      Rosal wasn’t nearly as lucky.

      She had wrapped him around part of the barrier, but had not managed to secure him quite as completely as she intended. As the explosion eased, he was torn free of her grip, and tossed to the center of the market.

      Jayna looked up. A dark-robed man strode forward, holding on to a strange purple item in his hand. Power radiated from him.

      Dark magic?

      This didn’t look like one of the Celebrants of Asymorn, but she had no idea who this was or why he was here.

      Jayna stepped in front of him. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Get out of my way, unless you wish to die.”

      Jayna shook her head. “I’m afraid that sort of empty threat doesn’t work on me.”

      “Empty?” He raised the purple item, holding it toward her. “Whoever said my threat was empty?”

      Power ripped through her.

      It was unrestrained, uncontrolled power.

      Perhaps sorcery, or perhaps only a powerful enchantment.

      But the dragon stone ring didn't constrict around her finger.

      It wasn't dark magic.

      Had Jayna not been holding on to the barrier, drawing on the power of the dragon stone ring, his power might have torn her apart. She watched it as if it happened slowly, as if time had stood still. The enchantment rippled. Power started to pour outward, flowing from inside of the enchantment, and then rolled away from the man holding on to it, though it didn’t roll in a complete circle, the way so many other enchantments exploded. This one was directed, almost as if he could aim it at her.

      The burst of energy that shot out of the end of the purple enchantment targeted her, and when it struck her magic ball, it bounced off, thankfully leaving her unharmed. She had to call upon more power, using the energy within the ring to withstand the attack, but she realized she had already connected to it, and it helped her to resist his strike.

      As the blast cleared, the man looked down at his enchantments.

      “My turn,” Jayna said.

      She created a quick spiral of the snake spell, twisting it in a rapid movement, and released a burst of power. It streaked away from her, toward the man, but he had turned, and her attack missed.

      Jayna readied the starburst spell, when another explosion sounded nearby.

      She had to protect herself.

      Yet another explosion thundered, and it caught her from behind.

      She staggered, falling forward, and fell into the remains of Rosal’s wagon.

      She rolled to her side, anticipating another attack, but it never came. All that came was the pain from the injury she’d sustained from the attack. She lay there for a moment, trying to gather herself, and realized she didn’t have the necessary time to do so. She had to get moving.

      She scrambled to her hands and knees, sweeping her gaze around. All around her the strange purplish fires blazed, flames crackling all throughout the market. The effect of the fire had ripped through many of the stands, though some looked to have been targeted specifically, whereas others were still intact, the structures untouched. The woman who sold the memory bowls had her wagon remaining upright, and she hurriedly packed up, stuffing her bowls back into a massive bag. The family that had sold different items had disappeared, as had the enchantments they had brought to sell.

      Even though some places were in better shape than others, there was a feeling of devastation all around the market. Jayna looked around, trying to get to her feet, trying to chase after the man who had attempted to attack Rosal, but she didn’t see any sign of him.

      There was no sign of anything left here, other than destruction.

      Suddenly, there came another explosion—a loud, thunderous blast.

      Jayna was tossed off her feet, and she grabbed her head, covering her ears, but it passed. Everything rang. She looked over. It had come from the direction of the family, where the little girl had made her enchantments.

      Another explosion came from the same place—similarly loud, and similarly potent.

      Jayna kept her hands covering her ears, squeezing out the sound.

      Somebody had triggered those enchantments.

      All around her, she was aware of the power bursting, different enchantments that rocketed as they were triggered.

      She had to get out of here.

      Somebody screamed not too far from where she stood. She stumbled forward, using a blast of power from the dragon stone ring to clean out some debris in front of her, and the blast somehow activated several different enchantments. A series of sparks exploded around her, and Jayna unleashed the starburst spell. She needed to force those sparks of power away from her.

      At least she got to see what all of these different enchantments could do.

      She found a woman lying half underneath a fallen wagon. She had bright red hair like Jayna’s own, and her leg was bent at an unfortunate angle. Obviously broken. Jayna lifted the remains of the wagon, sliding it back, and helped pull the woman out.

      “Easy,” Jayna whispered.

      “My leg . . .”

      “I know. Your leg is injured. You’re going to need some healing.”

      The bleeding was heavy though.

      Heavier than what the woman would be able to survive.

      Jayna had seen wounds like that in her travels after having left the Academy, and recognized that profuse, persistent bleeding; eventually the woman would bleed out.

      She checked her circulation, and could tell her heart raced—perhaps from fear, but perhaps also from blood loss.

      She had to stop it.

      Jayna needed to use a healing.

      She laid the woman flat and hurriedly placed markings around her, tracing them across the surface of the stone street. She put one at her foot, one at her head, and then reached across, setting her hands on either side of the woman. The different markings were designed to contain the flow of energy Jayna would use, and her hands were placed in such a way as to push power out and let it flow to create the necessary healing waves. Jayna had to hope she understood the magic well enough so she could help this woman.

      If she failed, the woman would die. If she did nothing, the woman would die. The only way this woman would live would be if Jayna helped or a sorcerer arrived, though that was much less likely.

      She took a deep breath and focused.

      Jayna had to push away all the noise from the chaos around her, focusing only on the power within her. Since stealing the spellbook from the outpost, Jayna had studied it diligently. Ceran had taught her some magic she hadn't been able to learn at the Academy, but the spellbook was an opportunity to learn more traditional magic.

      And this one had quite a few different healing spells.

      She had memorized them as much as she could, thinking she might need them at some point, though she hadn’t anticipated needing them so soon.

      Now she had to focus on the healing spell.

      This was pure sorcery, not at all touching upon her talent as Toral, and she let that energy flow between her hands, and then from the woman’s head to her toes, sweeping between the two markings she had made to trap that power. It rolled through the woman.

      Sorcery like this involved her touching upon some natural conduit within the person. In this case, as she needed to stanch the bleeding, Jayna latched on to her circulation, pushing power out and using the blood flowing through the woman’s veins to find her injury, letting the energy of her magic flow through the woman. She found the bleeder.

      It was a massive artery from a broken bone, and as Jayna probed, she used the markings at the woman’s head and toes to trap that power inside, which allowed her to use her magic to redirect the loss of blood.

      Jayna continued pouring out more power.

      She used it to seal off the injury.

      This was little more than brute force magic. There was no subtlety to it, but in this case, Jayna didn’t think that mattered. Her priority was to find the key to slowing the bleeding.

      There.

      She felt the pulsation of blood as it poured out of her, through the wound, and onto the slick cobblestones.

      She would have to fix the bone.

      Jayna had never healed a broken bone before. She had always taken advantage of the lessons she’d learned at the Academy to use different medicinals for healing, but had rarely used the magic she had learned there to supplement them.

      In this case, there would be no medicinal that would make a difference. If she didn’t heal this wound, not only would the bleeding persist, but . . .

      The magic was a simple series of geometric shapes, circles and triangles, primarily, all linked, symbolizing the strength of the body. She tied it to her sorcery, then pushed power away from her, through the bone.

      The bone started to change.

      First it slid back into alignment. The woman cried out, but then fell silent, lying motionless.

      If she dies, then all of this was wasted energy.

      Jayna pushed those thoughts away. If she was attempting to help this woman, none of it was wasted energy.

      Gradually, she could feel the bone coming back together. She didn’t know how long to hold on to it, but she could feel the bone grinding, some bit of power coming through it, then she shifted her focus to the blood loss. The magic swept from the woman’s head to her toes, from marking to marking upon the stones, and there didn’t seem to be anything else seeping out of her.

      She was stable.

      Not completely healed—at least, not yet—but in time, Jayna believed she would recover.

      She leaned back, opening her eyes to see Topher standing across from her, watching.

      “How is she?” he asked as Jayna opened her eyes.

      “I think she’s going to pull through.”

      “She’s a kind woman. She has such unique enchantments.” He leaned out, taking the woman’s hand. “Did you know she can create small figurines that grow and change, twisting into something practically alive?” He smiled as he said it. “They look like exquisite artwork when they’re small, but over time and when activated, they become something much more.”

      Jayna took a deep, shaky inhalation. “She’s going to survive.” She looked around. “How many others are hurt?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I got knocked down by one of the other blasts.”

      “I think enchantments all around here were getting triggered.”

      “We have to stop it,” he said.

      “I don’t know if there’s anything we can do,” Jayna replied.

      There came another pop, and she looked up to see a swirling of color coming from the cobblestones, a mixture of rainbow hues with a darker tint. It emanated from a circular object lying on the ground.

      The memory stealer.

      “Stay away from that one,” Jayna warned, pointing to the enchantment.

      “What does it do?” Topher asked.

      “Well, if the woman who made it was telling the truth, it’ll take away your memories.”

      “Why would you want an enchantment that does that?”

      “I don’t even know.” She took a deep breath and got to her feet. She did have an idea why someone might want one, though. She had bought one thinking Eva might want to strip away some of her memories, and that doing so might allow her a measure of peace, something that would permit her to finally move on, to accept her current situation. “What happened to Eva?” Jayna asked.

      “She’s been walking through here trying to put out the fires. I told her she didn’t need to do that, but she said she would be the only one who could. Can you believe that? She thinks she can do more than you?”

      Jayna frowned. If Eva thought that, then the fires had to be fisen fire, much like what had targeted them the night before.

      “What happened to Rosal?”

      “He’s fine. He’s over there,” Topher said, pointing to the edge of the marketplace where she saw Rosal, along with a dozen others, crouching near the wall. A whimpering came from the area, and Jayna suspected some of them would be hurt. She needed to help them.

      There was another option, one she didn't necessarily love, but if she called to the Society, they could help here.

      They would probably learn about this anyway.

      She had her linking spell to Char, and maybe he would even know where she was.

      She headed through the market, weaving around, looking for evidence of injury and damage, and focused on the blazing fires. Jayna attempted to blast at some of the fires, using her connection to the magic within her ring, and each time she targeted the power through the ring, she struck flames. Cold power raced up her arm, and she tried to use one of the different spells Ceran had been teaching her, but it didn't work. Nothing worked.

      There was one cart that burned brightly, the flames vivid as they crept along its surface, and Jayna wrapped power around it, using the energy within the cart to pull power back. She tried to suffocate the flames, clamping down on them, but even as she did, she could feel something shifting beneath the ring. The fire was strange and slippery, and it seemed to work against her every attempt to overpower it. As she used everything within her, she could feel its power surging, and though she struggled against it, she recognized that the flame wasn’t going to abate.

      It reminded her of what she had dealt with while trying to put out the flames consuming her home. Those flames had been impressive, incredible as they burned along the stone, crackling through, and she couldn’t do anything to put them out. The stone had almost melted under the heat of the flames.

      It had to be dark magic. What else could it be?

      Jayna tried a different approach, adding a hint of sorcery now to her Toral connection, and she placed a marking on either side of the flames. When she had fought the flames the night before, she hadn’t enough time to try different tactics, but now that she was here with this flame and had a bit more time, she thought she had a chance to at least experiment. She made a series of symbols designed to help her focus and concentrate her power. When she was done, Jayna poured power into the symbols, activating them. They acted like an enchantment, and were designed to create a layer of power over the fire. Once that was in place, she would begin to suck out all of the energy from the fire, collapsing the layer of power downward until it crushed the flames completely.

      She attempted to draw it down, but the flames overwhelmed her.

      Jayna had to try again.

      She focused on the energy, pulling upon that power, letting it flow downward, ever deeper into the spell, and called upon the power within her to suffocate the flames. When that wasn’t enough, she added a stronger hint of power through the ring, then started to compress the power.

      “Not like that,” Eva said, striding over.

      Eva squeezed her hands into tight fists, and blood trailed downward, dripping onto the stone, where it began to smoke. That smoke creeped outward, touching upon Jayna’s spell, and from there it exploded, shattering her spell, releasing the flame which then burst upward.

      Jayna took a step back.

      Eva’s smoke swirled, then the flames flowed upon the smoke and up into Eva.

      Then they were gone.

      Jayna looked over to her. “What did you do?”

      “I did what I needed to do,” she said.

      “Does it hurt you?”

      Eva rarely talked about her magic, and Jayna doubted she would do so now, but this time, she felt as if she needed to hear more about it.

      “It only hurts when it starts,” she said softly.

      Eva turned away, continuing to drip blood along the stones, smoke streaming out from her, power filtering away until she put out more and more of the fires.

      Jayna watched her for a while before tearing her gaze away and heading over to take a seat next to Rosal just as another person cried out.

      Jayna looked at him, pointing her finger at him. “You’re going to stay here until I get back. If you take off . . .”

      Rosal watched her, his eyes wide, and nodded slowly.

      Topher leaned against the low wall that surrounded the marketplace. “What are you going to do?”

      She shook her head. “There are other people who need my help.”

      This wasn’t how she intended for the evening to go, but she was glad she was here. If she hadn’t been, and if Eva hadn’t been here as well, she didn’t know what would’ve happened. How many others would’ve been hurt? How much worse could this have been?

      It might be better if the Society came. They could help. They could heal.

      She heard another scream.

      She had to get back to work.
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      Eva stood next to the burning remains of one of the strange, dangerous fires. Her smoke drifted around, creating a slithering sort of pattern that Jayna almost recognized as the snake spell, but Eva didn't use patterns the same way Jayna did, so it wasn’t that.

      “There’s someone here who needs your help,” Eva said. “I’ll keep moving.”

      Jayna held her hand out, reaching for Eva, but Eva shook her head. “You could help me,” Jayna said.

      “I don’t have that talent,” Eva said.

      “You have more of a talent than you let yourself acknowledge,” Jayna said.

      Eva cocked her head to the side, frowning as she shook her head. “No. I don’t.” She strode off, her white dress almost dragging along the stones, smoke swirling around her as she left a trail of blood dripping, which turned to steam the moment it struck the cobblestones.

      There was an injured boy. He must have been covered by some debris, but Eva had moved it away. He had burns along his arms, which had left his clothing a bit tattered, but his skin was in even worse shape. He moaned softly, trembling.

      She wanted to help Eva, but she needed to help here. Eva could do things that Jayna could not.

      Matthew’s words came back to her in that moment; it surprised her that they would be the ones that lingered in her mind. There are other powers in the world.

      Jayna had seen that in her time and during her travels. There certainly were quite a few other powers in the world, and often those powers were difficult for her to comprehend, almost beyond anything she could know. There was more than sorcery, more than the Toral, and more than the Sul’toral. There were also the El’aras. And then there were people like Eva—people she didn’t have any real understanding of, other than having witnessed her kind of magic.

      How many others would be like her?

      She made markings along the ground, placing a flow of power between the head and toes of the boy, before finally placing her hands on either side of him and sending power coursing through him.

      She let power flow up through her and trail out and through him, her energy attempting to seal off the burns.

      This was so different from when she had used her magic to mend the woman’s bone and stop the bleeding. She needed a conduit, much like she had needed with the woman. In the woman’s case, the conduit for magic had been the blood flowing through her, as that had been the most injured part of her. In the case of this boy, her conduit needed to be something else. She needed to focus on trailing power out through her skin, and letting that flow upward and out and around him, using everything she could to weave that power out and arc it in a pattern that would hold on to him.

      She could feel the injury as she glided along the surface of his skin, but she was met with resistance. The boy moaned.

      “Easy,” Jayna whispered.

      The more she pushed power out from her, the more she could feel the energy washing over him, and the more she recognized she could find the necessary approach to heal him. It involved placing her magic over the top of his skin to glide along, then letting it flow outward until it worked through the burn. There was resistance, but when it came to healing with magic, there was always resistance.

      She used the markings that she had placed on either end of him to hold her power inside, then began to tamp more power down and let it flow outward.

      Finally, she had met the end of the resistance.

      The boy took a deep, gasping breath and opened his eyes.

      Jayna smiled at him. He was small, probably no more than seven or eight years old, with short, shaggy-looking hair, and a long nose and chin. His face was dirty, though it might have just been the ash from the smoke and fires that had consumed the night.

      “Easy,” she whispered.

      The boy scrambled away and started screaming.

      She frowned. Why would he be screaming?

      “Let me help you,” she said.

      She reached for the boy, but he got to his feet and staggered, nearly falling, before catching himself and running away, disappearing into the night.

      Jayna sat up, watching.

      Was that what it was like for sorcerers?

      Not when she had seen Char using his power. Of course, she was using her magic in a way that was considered unregulated—the kind of magic she should not be using openly. She didn't feel any sense of Char moving toward her, even though the Society would had to have detected her use of magic, or even the explosion of power within the market.

      She got to her feet. Eva stood near the edge of the market, smoke swirling around her. Jayna joined her, looking out into the darkness.

      “It seems like you recognize this fire. More than just from the enchantment.”

      Eva looked over to her, nodding slowly. “I didn't at first.”

      “That’s how you know how to remove the flames?”

      “I think so.” She turned away. “I have a connection to fire. I don't know what it is, but . . .”

      She fell silent, and Jayna decided not to push her too far along that line of thinking.

      “Do you think somebody like you created this magic?” Jayna asked.

      She had to be careful here.

      “I don't know. I would've said no, but there are too many holes in my mind.”

      Jayna swept her gaze around the inside of the market. It was a jumble of smoldering fires, destroyed wagons, huddled gatherings of people whimpering in the darkness.

      “What if I wasn't the target?” Jayna said.

      Eva breathed out, smoke drifting from her nostrils; she understood the implication in Jayna’s question. “As far as anyone knows, I am dead.”

      “But I know you’re not. Others have learned you’re not. I think even Telluminder knows more about you than I do.”

      “Only because he does not belong here either.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Eva took a deep breath and turned to her. “You keep asking about me, but I don’t remember, Jayna Aguelon.” She closed her eyes. “I cannot remember anything more. There are holes in my mind where memories should be.”

      When Jayna felt herself growing impatient, wanting answers from Eva, she had to remind herself that Eva didn’t even know. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about what was going on; Jayna had seen that wasn’t the case. Eva had gone through the plaza, putting out fires, and making sure that anybody who needed her help had gotten it. If nothing else, it proved to her that Eva did care, deeply.

      “You need to share with me what you remember. We can work together,” she said.

      “What I remembered hasn’t mattered.” Eva closed her eyes, holding her hands at her sides. A bit of smoke swirled around her, but not nearly as much as there had been before. In the darkness, her pale white dress seemed to glow, as did her skin beneath it. “I have supported your work because it’s necessary. When you found me, healed me, you gave me another chance. Perhaps I must use that chance.” Eva turned away.

      “I know something changed for you. You’ve been drinking more, and drinking to intoxication. I know you don’t want to talk about it, and I know you don’t want to admit that it’s a problem, but it is. If it’s impacting us, then it’s a problem.”

      Eva sighed. “I’ve been trying to forget,” she said softly.

      “Trying to forget what?”

      “What happened to me.”

      Jayna thought about the bowl she had bought from the dular, and wondered whether Eva would even want it. Maybe she wouldn’t accept something like that, though if she really wanted to lose those memories, she suspected she would accept it.

      “What is it that troubles you so much?” Jayna asked.

      “Much troubles me,” Eva whispered. “Even more these days, especially in this city. When I think of what we encountered, I begin to worry there aren't nearly as many who are capable of confronting the darkness as are needed.”

      The words seemed to hover in the air. “So you do care,” Jayna said.

      Eva held Jayna’s gaze for a long moment. “I have never said I don’t care. It’s just that I don’t always know the answer. There are so many things that I lost.”

      “We’ve all lost things. My own parents were lost. I don’t know what happened to them”—but it was something Jayna was determined to find, especially if she continued serving Ceran as his Toral—“but I keep looking.”

      “This is different. I feel like I’ve lost things, but I don’t remember. I know how to do aspects of magic—there are parts of my power that remained—but I know I should have more memories instead of all these gaps.”

      “What do you remember?”

      “Pain,” she whispered, an anguished look on her face.

      “If you remember pain, then you must remember how that pain started.”

      She glanced over at Jayna. “No.”

      They fell into a quiet silence for a while, and Jayna looked back at her. “What is it about this fire that worries you?”

      “I’ve seen something like it before. I don’t remember all the details, but I remember pain. That’s all I recall. I don’t know why, but that memory sticks with me. Pain. Whatever happened before, whatever was tied to this sort of power, is filled with pain.”

      “And it’s the same as your magic.”

      “Not the same, but they share some ancestry.”

      Eva pressed her lips together in a tight frown and clenched her fists. A bit of blood dripped out from her palms, dropping to the stones. Jayna had never had a chance to fully explore the type of enchantments Eva held in her hands, but she knew there was something to the power they called, especially considering the way they let her blood drip outward from them. Somehow it was all connected to her kind of magic, to the energy she possessed.

      “I can help you,” Jayna said. “I can help you find the answers and understand what was done—and whether there’s anything we could do to stop this.”

      “It must be stopped,” she said. “I’m just not sure I can stop it.”

      If Eva really were concerned about the magic out there and how it was being used, why wouldn’t she want to help? Why wouldn’t she get involved so she could learn more about it?

      Fear.

      That was something Jayna understood. Maybe she could share that with Eva and help her to see it, as well.

      She turned to Eva, but the other woman had turned away, ignoring her.

      “When I was studying at the Academy, I learned something that shook me,” Jayna started. “I had gone there, wanting to learn about magic, thinking my natural tendencies could be focused.” She shook her head. “When I was younger, I’d always known I had magic within me. It was something that had bubbled up from deep inside of me. All I needed was to find some way to grasp it, to access it, but I had never been fully able to do that on my own.” She glanced back at the people huddled along the wall, noticing Topher crouching down, talking to some of the injured, along with Rosal, who stayed where she had told him to sit. She appreciated that he hadn’t gone running off, but still feared he might disappear, and then they would lose their opportunity to try to understand more. “For a while, I thought I would be little more than a dular. In my city, we called them enchanters. Such a basic term, but descriptive enough. Even an enchanter is more than what many get the opportunity to become. It’s a chance to use power, to create.” Jayna smiled, wondering why she was going into so much detail, but she could tell Eva remained tense next to her, her hands clenched at her sides, the smoke drifting out from her. “My brother wanted to use that ability. He didn’t have any magic of his own—at least, none that he ever admitted to. I wonder now if he might have. It tends to run in families, after all. Jonathan would never acknowledge it though. He felt magic was unnecessary for the kinds of things he liked to do.”

      “Your brother is a thief,” Eva said.

      “Yes. A thief. And he thought if he were to pull me into his work, he might be able to use my abilities.” Jayna shrugged. “Maybe he could have. Maybe I should have allowed it.” She shook her head. “Or maybe I should have pushed back earlier on. I tried to do what Jonathan wanted. I tried to make enchantments, but I didn’t have any unique talents.” She nodded to Topher. “As he would tell you, enchanters—the dular—have unique abilities, yet I found I didn’t. That was when I realized I had potential to be more than just one of the dular.”

      “None of this matters,” Eva said.

      “It does matter.” She was starting to get angry and tried to suppress it. “I’m getting to the point. I applied to the Academy despite my brother’s insistence to stay with him. We had lost our parents when we were younger—an accident, according to everyone who was there. Neither of us had seen it, but the building they were in collapsed. They had visited that shop dozens of times before, and we had no reason to think it was anything other than an accident. Jonathan promised to take care of me, and he stepped up his work, beginning to take on even more complicated and dangerous jobs than before—not that he would ever acknowledge they were dangerous, but I didn’t need him to admit that. When he would come home, he’d have far more money than he should have had from the kinds of jobs he had been pulling before.” Jayna smiled, shaking her head slightly. “I got into the Academy. It was a great honor, and one I’d never expected. Not only because it involved having a chance to study, but it was also a matter of payments. I didn’t have the money to pay for tuition.”

      Eva looked over to her. Jayna had rarely talked about this side of herself, but if she wanted to know more about Eva, and if they were going to stay together any longer, she was going to have to share a bit more of her own story. “I still don’t know who helped me. Somebody did, though the instructors at the Academy never shared their name with me. I learned it wasn’t uncommon for benefactors to take on a student, thinking to help somebody who might one day join the Society and then owe them.”

      “You were bought early on,” Eva said.

      “That was what I feared, as well, but in the time I studied at the Academy, no one had stepped forward to claim they were my benefactor.” The night was quiet around them. She didn’t hear any more moaning, which suggested the rest of the injured had been gathered together, and any remaining injuries would have been minimal. The burned boy and the woman with the broken leg had been bad enough. It was a wonder that there weren’t more injuries than that. “I was two years into my studies when I discovered something.” Jayna’s voice trailed off a little bit, and she shook her head slightly. “I learned how dark magic worked—the pain and violence required to create that kind of power. I learned that stories were sometimes true, I learned how dark magic would spread, and I learned the way dark sorcerers would often attack, making it appear like an accident.”

      “You assumed your parents were attacked by dark sorcerers?”

      “Not at first. It didn’t strike me at first.” She stared into the distance, the darkness making everything difficult for her to see, yet perhaps that was for the best. “I would never have thought anything of it, but one of our instructors began to talk about the type of attacks dark sorcerers would use. Then he began to share known instances of attacks.”

      Eva looked over. “Somebody knew about the attack.”

      Jayna nodded. “Somebody knew. I don’t think my parents were the target, or if they were, I don’t know if I will ever know for certain. The shop itself was the target. The dark sorcerers had gone after it, though I never really found out why. My parents’ timing of going to the shop was nothing more than an unfortunate accident.”

      She figured that was putting it mildly, but at the same time, it truly was an accident. Her parents had arrived at the shop just before it had collapsed. They’d been caught underneath the debris, trapped by it, and had died.

      “That’s what brought you into your search for dark magic.”

      “Not even that,” she said. Jayna took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as she looked over to Eva. “If it were only losing my parents, I probably would’ve stayed at the Academy. I would have been saddened, but I had already grieved the loss of them. Learning that their deaths had been the result of a dark sorcerer’s actions, and that they had simply been at the wrong place at the wrong time . . . I hated it, but it wouldn’t have drawn me to learn more. It was only when my brother disappeared, when I discovered Jonathan had gone missing, captured or killed on a job, that I decided to take up something more.”

      “You told me that.”

      “I have.” There were other things Jayna didn’t tell her, such as her desire to find the dark sorcerers involved in her parents’ deaths, despite her claims otherwise, and her desire to save Jonathan so he could help her. She suspected she would need him to bring down the dark sorcerers involved, and maybe even to find them. Ceran had given her the ability to take on dark sorcerers, but she hadn't known how quickly she would be asked to do so. It was far more dangerous than taking on dark creatures. “I told you what happened to me, and now I’m hoping you’ll tell me what happened to you.”

      “If only I knew,” Eva whispered. “Do you remember what it was like when you found me on the road?”

      Jayna nodded. “I remember. I remember you lying there, seemingly uninjured, but noticing there was something wrong with you.”

      “And you used sorcery on me.”

      “Does that upset you?”

      “You know how I feel about it,” Eva admitted. “At the time, I probably would have told you not to. At the time, I probably would have wanted to die.” She took a deep breath and squeezed her hands. More smoke began to stream around her. “That’s one memory I remember most of all: the desire to die.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve never pushed me about why I drink.”

      “I push you all the time on why you drink. I tell you all the time you don’t need to, and that you shouldn’t be drinking nearly as much as you have been.”

      “You push, but at the same time, you don’t. There are reasons people drink,” she said.

      “I understand,” she said.

      “I try to forget the pain.” Eva turned to look at Jayna, and there was anguish in her eyes. “That’s all I can remember. That’s all I can see when I close my eyes at times. I can see the pain. I can feel it. I don’t know the reason behind it, but when I sit by that fire, drinking that wine, the pain begins to fade, leaving me with a much less severe feeling than what I sometimes feel otherwise.”

      “There are other ways of moving past that pain,” Jayna said.

      “Other ways? How would you suggest I forget?”

      “Well, there’s a woman at this market who sells enchantments that store memories. Maybe you could use one of those.”

      Eva inhaled slowly, breathing in the smoke she had created through the droplets of blood that dripped out around her. “I wonder if that would be a mistake,” she said softly.

      “Why would it be a mistake?” Jayna asked.

      Eva looked over and shrugged. “What if I need those memories? What if that’s how I change?”

      “And what if it keeps you from changing?”

      Eva shook her head. “No. You keep your enchantment. I will find my own way past it.”

      “I can help.”

      “You have already helped, Jayna Aguelon.”

      Eva strode away, heading toward the gathering of the injured, and left Jayna standing there, trying to come up with a response.

      There wasn’t one—nothing she could do or say.

      At the same time, she knew she needed to help Eva. She had to find something, some way to help this woman, some way to give her the answers she obviously needed, and some way to find peace with what had happened.

      Perhaps peace would only come by learning more about herself and what had happened to her, but what if that knowledge did something else? What if learning about what happened to her only made the pain worse?

      Jayna didn’t know what to do.

      As she struggled with that, the dragon stone ring began to vibrate.

      She looked up. Ceran was here.
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      She didn’t have to go very far to find Ceran. She moved slightly away from the now destroyed market, following the steady pulsing of the dragon stone ring as it squeezed around her finger, a rapid constriction that left her with a bit of uncertainty as to why he would suddenly arrive. It was always after events like this took place, never in the midst of them. When she had faced Gabranth, she had hoped Ceran would help, especially as Gabranth had far more power than Jayna thought she would've been able to handle alone. Still, she had survived, though she certainly could have used her Sul'toral to help.

      She found him in the darkened alleyway, the outline of his figure clouded by shadows, or perhaps a bit of smoke—or, more likely, simply magic used to conceal his presence. She suspected he used magic most of the time to conceal himself, wanting to keep anyone from knowing he had come to the city.

      “You called me,” she said. “Though I have been trying to reach you—for a while now.”

      Ceran chuckled, which only inflamed her irritation more. “You haven’t needed me, and there have been things I’ve needed doing.” He had a deep voice, tinged with power—and while others could evoke power through song, chanting, or even their vocabulary, the power in Ceran’s voice came from deep within himself and the way he used his words; it emanated from his speaking voice, unique to him alone.

      Ceran watched her for a moment, then stepped back into the darkness of the shadows, moving along the alley. Jayna hesitated a moment. She wasn’t sure what Ceran wanted from her, but she had a feeling she was to follow him. When the dragon stone ring started to pulse again, she knew her suspicion was correct.

      She headed along the alleyway with him, and began to feel a tight constriction along the ring, squeezing in upon her finger. The pressure built, rising with a painful intensity, and the darkness continued to press in upon her, more and more of the shadows squeezing.

      She found herself drawn to the ring, drawing upon its energy. When she did, there was a shimmering and a hint of power at the edge of her vision, the darkness that loomed, squeezing in on her. It was power that looked as if it were available to her—all she had to do was reach for it.

      The ring constricted even more, and with each passing moment, Jayna started to fear that whatever he intended to do would tear the ring away from her, stripping her of its power, and making her more prone to dark magic attacks.

      Then it passed.

      She blinked. The pressure from the ring had eased, and as she opened her eyes, a hazy daylight spread around her. She looked at her surroundings. Small twisted trees rose in front of her, along with stunted grasses running along a narrow path. Ceran stood on the edge of a ridgeline, staring away into the distance.

      She approached him, moving carefully. “We aren’t in Nelar anymore.” It wasn’t even nighttime anymore—at least, not where they’d traveled.

      He chuckled. “No.”

      “How did you do that?”

      “There are many ways of using power, Jayna Aguelon. I used but one.”

      “Why did you bring me here from the city?”

      “Because you needed to see something.”

      When she had followed Ceran before, he had rarely guided her outside of the city, and when he had, it had involved messages demanding she follow his direction, but she had never traveled with him like this. Jayna had suspected Ceran had some way of transporting himself, moving from place to place without needing to take horseback or travel by foot, but she had never experienced it.

      Something like this would be incredibly useful. And powerful.

      Maybe it was something only the Sul’toral could do. Maybe she had to wait until she understood the nature of her power more, and only then might she have that ability.

      “Come up here, Jayna Aguelon.”

      She joined Ceran. In the hazy daylight, he still cut something of a shimmery sort of figure, as if the light didn’t like to surround him the way it should. His black cloak hung limp around his shoulders, and there was no wind. No air movement. Nothing.

      There were no smells either.

      Jayna frowned. “None of this is quite real.”

      “You don’t think it’s real?”

      He didn’t turn in her direction. She had never seen Ceran’s face in broad daylight. The only times she’d ever seen him had been in the shadows, concealed by night, or in situations like this, where a certain haziness around him kept her from getting too close to him, despite any attempt she had made to try to push past that.

      “There’s no smell. No sound.”

      “Very well. I suppose I could change that so you can experience the smells and sounds of this place.”

      He pushed his hands outward, his palms cocked back, and something in his posture reminded Jayna of the way Eva had squeezed her hands into fists, pouring out blood to form her smoky magic. In Ceran’s case, however, it was more about how his power flowed out from him.

      The haze still persisted, but now she heard cries. Shouts of pain. Clangs of metal. Explosions. And through it all, there was a flash of bright light and a shimmering of smoke. Gradually, smells came to her as well—smells that drifted from the dead and dying. The odors of shit and sweat and fear. She detected blood over all of it, and it mingled with flames, hot and burning her nostrils, the smoke drifting from some unseen place.

      “Is that better?”

      “You brought me to a war.”

      She immediately started to reach for the power within the ring, thinking he would leave her here. She had no idea if he had actually carried her somewhere, or if he had merely shown her something. Either way, she wanted to be ready, and she had to prepare herself to fight against the power he had tried to demonstrate.

      “You can relax, Jayna Aguelon. There is no reason for you to ready yourself in such a way.”

      “You brought me here for something.”

      “To show you.”

      “To show me what?” She looked out over the ridgeline, but couldn’t see much of anything. There was the same strange haze that flowed in the distance, a shimmering light, but the sounds of violence from battles and explosions continued to ring out around her. The smells coming from those events filled the air, and whatever was out there happened to be close. “I don’t see anything.”

      “I’m not sure you want to.”

      “You brought me here. You might as well get on with it.”

      The hood of his cloak covered his face, though she had a feeling he looked in her direction. “Very well.”

      Slowly the shimmering in front of her began to ease, drifting, and then it cleared.

      They stood on a rocky ledge, overlooking a valley far below. At one point, Jayna imagined it had been a green valley, filled with lush grasses, but now, instead of being green, the grasses were charred, trampled, burned away, certain areas of them covered with blood. A massive battle waged below her. She felt as if she were watching some violent story play out beneath her. She could feel the power and the violence within it.

      Magic.

      Surges of fire exploded, one after another, and metal clanged against metal as soldiers slammed into each other, swords battering off of mail, arrows streaking through the air, embedding into the flesh of men who then fell. Sorcerers used spells that blasted large swaths of the ground, leaving people scattered, bodies flying. Through it all came a strange fire that burned, snaking across the ground.

      She had seen that fire before. It was the same fire that had been used on her, the same fire that had been used within the market.

      “Where are we?” she asked Ceran.

      “You don’t think you are in the kingdom any longer?”

      Jayna shook her head. “It’s dark in the kingdom. Wherever you have brought me is not dark.”

      “I would argue this violence is quite dark,” he said.

      Jayna could only stare.

      Her attention was drawn to one of the sorcerers, a man who wore the flowing black robe of the Society. Sorcerers in all lands were part of the Society. She was taught that very early on during her time in the Academy, such that she believed that even the sorcerer, filled as he was with power, was part of the Academy—but why would he be using his power in this violent manner?

      She watched him as he held his hands out from him, as a spell built between his fingers—a massive flaming ball of fire—then he twisted, sending that ball of flame spiraling out and rolling away. It looked as if he had no concern for whom or what it struck, and the flames rolled forward, tossing through the bodies, ripping across the plains, leaving people dead and charred and injured.

      There were other sorcerers. She could feel their magic. It was a strange thing for her to be so deeply attuned to, but as she stood there, leaning on the rocky ledge, looking down upon what happened below her, she couldn’t help but feel that shifting energy and the powerful magic that existed.

      “How many sorcerers are here?”

      “A dozen,” he said. “And they fight on either side.”

      “They shouldn’t be fighting each other,” she said.

      “No,” he said. “It’s my understanding the Society would prefer to keep their people working together.”

      It had been her experience that the Society worked together to ensure fighting didn’t occur between members. A battle between sorcerers, especially a dozen of them, would be a violent and bloody affair. Jayna grasped that fully after seeing the energy and brutality down beneath her. She recognized that power and couldn’t stop herself from wanting to intervene.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      “I couldn’t do anything anyway.”

      “You would be surprised.”

      “Why did you show me this? Is it because of the fire down there?”

      “That is part of it.”

      “What other reason?”

      “What have I asked you to do, Jayna Aguelon?”

      “Well, other than continuing my search for Celebrants of Asymorn, looking for dark sorcerers, keeping my eyes open for dark creatures, I suppose not much?”

      Ceran watched her, and she sensed a feeling of amusement from him, but she wasn't sure if she had imagined it.

      “And what have you uncovered?”

      Jayna shook her head. “I only found a few of the Celebrants. Not nearly as many as I know are out there.”

      “That’s not surprising. They are masters at concealing their presence. And now that you know of their existence, they will be far more motivated to remain concealed.”

      “You’ve been teaching me to look for dark sorcerers.” It wasn’t what she had expected to be doing; she had believed she would be after dark creatures, not dark sorcerers—at least, not so soon.

      “It is part of the reason you are valuable. You did well.”

      “Against Asymorn’s followers.”

      “He is but one who wants to release the dark.” He smiled tightly, turning to her, but she still couldn’t see his face. “You have been working with me for the better part of the year, Jayna Aguelon, and in that time, I have taught you much.”

      Jayna started to laugh, shaking her head. “You’ve barely taught me anything. You’ve given me the ring, and you’ve assigned me tasks to gather creatures and stop those who have dark magic, but you’ve done nothing beyond that.”

      “Nothing? Perhaps it is time I change that.” He frowned at her. “What have you discovered of the ring?”

      “Only that it provides power.”

      “Does it only provide it?”

      She looked down at the smooth stone ring. “What are you going on about?”

      “The ring, Jayna.”

      “It can take power as well?”

      He looked out toward the fighting. “It is a defense against what you might face. You can summon that power away. Store it. Then release it.” He waved his hand and a cloud of dark energy swirled. “Try.”

      She focused before shaking her head. “I can’t.”

      “We don’t have time for these delays,” he muttered. He stretched out two long fingers and tapped her on the forehead. When he did, there came a surge of energy that ripped across her forehead, a flash of painful knowledge, and she cried out.

      For a moment, she wasn’t sure what happened. Jayna had no idea whether crying here, out in the open like this, risked her in any way. She had no idea whether this place actually existed or was simply a vision, but she knew the pain that flared deep within her was real. That energy exploded, more than what she could withstand.

      Something happened then.

      She could feel the energy within the dragon stone ring. It was almost as if that energy were trying to pulse within her finger, as if some part of it were throbbing against her. It was different from the feeling she had when Ceran summoned her, and different from the energy she felt when he had first instructed her, but it was still painful.

      The energy coming from the dragon stone ring flared, the Toral magic flowing through her, washing over her. With it came a burst of power, along with something that struck her as understanding, and she knew how to call off dark power.

      Why hadn't he shown her that before?

      Unless there was nothing she could have done until now.

      She had changed. When she had tapped into the power of the ring as fully as she had while facing Gabranth, she had acknowledged something different—power she had tried to avoid.

      Cold worked through her as she started to draw upon the power of the Toral ring. It began in her finger, working up her arm, into her chest, then suddenly filled her.

      That power eased. Ceran withdrew his hand and stepped away from her.

      “What was that about?” Jayna asked.

      “That was about me sharing with you something you needed to understand.”

      The pain continued to throb within her, and she looked around, still aware of the battle raging below her. It was a strange thing for her to be standing here on this rocky ledge, talking with Ceran, feeling the magic and energy as it stormed around her, while she was completely unharmed, completely separate from what took place nearby.

      “You didn’t teach me anything,” she said again.

      He turned away. “I have taught you what you need to know. Unfortunately, there hasn’t been the time I would have preferred for you to be ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “For the darkness that is to come. This is about more than Asymorn.” He nodded down into the clearing. “Do you see the man standing off to the side?”

      Jayna frowned, watching for a moment. There didn’t seem to be somebody standing near the edge of the battleground. She hadn’t noticed at first, but as she looked closer, she saw somebody dressed in deep maroon robes, seemingly a sorcerer, with a long, hooked staff clenched in his hand. The battle waged around him. Every so often, a streak of flame would come toward him, but he simply tipped the staff toward it, and the flame deflected, veering into one side of the battle or another. It appeared to her that he didn’t seem to care which way the flame went, nor did he seem to care who was injured as the battle continued.

      “I see him,” Jayna said.

      “What do you see?”

      It was difficult for her to see anything from across the distance. The haze in the air—the magic flowing, she thought—made it so she couldn’t see anything very easily, but there was more to it than that: The man had power swirling around him. As she focused, she could practically see it. It reminded her a bit of the smoke Eva used, but this power was not quite the same, despite swirling in a pattern similar to Eva’s. This was visible power.

      “Why can I see it?”

      “The better question is why the others cannot.”

      He nodded to the other sorcerers, and as Jayna swept her gaze around, she realized none of them were paying any mind to the sorcerer who stood off to the side, the battle raging near him.

      A burst of flame jumped from one sorcerer, streaking across the battlefield, where another sorcerer caught it and flipped it back out. It bounced around the battlefield, one sorcerer to another, as if they were playing some game with a massive ball of fire. Finally, it landed, striking in the middle of the battleground, exploding outward. The men who were caught by that burst of flame were tossed back and away. No one seemed to care who was caught in their game—all they cared about was tossing the power around.

      “You see it, don’t you?” he asked.

      “They don’t know he’s here.” Jayna stared at the magic swirling around him, and realized that the same sort of magic swirled around them. “He’s here like we are.”

      “Not quite like we are. I have masked our presence.”

      “He won’t know we’re here?”

      “He is a bit preoccupied instigating this.”

      “Who is he?”

      “One of the twelve. The others have started to move as well. I think our time grows short.”

      “Have all escaped?”

      “Not all. Not yet. Enough of them have. When they are all freed, the challenge in containing the one they serve grows greater.”

      “Whom do they serve?”

      They had stopped Asymorn, yet they had not—not really. He had escaped. Jayna had seen just how powerful he was, and she had seen just how difficult that power was for her to stop. She knew she would struggle if she were to have to face him again. The kind of power Asymorn possessed was greater than any dark sorcerer she had ever encountered before. He had very nearly killed her. It had taken everything within her—including accepting some darkness at the fringe of her awareness and reaching into something that terrified her—for her to have any chance of slowing him.

      “I had hoped to keep it from you longer than this, but unfortunately, that is not to be. It is a sign of the change in the world, power that continues to shift and evolve, energy that has grown.”

      “That is still not an answer,” she said. “You said you were preoccupied while I was dealing with Gabranth. Is this why?”

      He looked over, watching her for a long moment, as if debating whether to share anything more with her.

      “The one they serve is named Sarenoth. He is the darkness. He is the destroyer.”

      Jayna looked over to Ceran, watching him. “I’ve not heard of Sarenoth before.”

      “It’s a name long forgotten. There was a time when many in these lands knew the name Sarenoth, and all who did feared it. There were thirteen who served him, thirteen who vied for his attention, all of them wanting to be his favored one, but they were captured, one by one, and placed into an eternal prison.”

      Like Asymorn.

      That fit the stories Eva remembered, what little she could recall. “There are twelve, I thought.”

      “There were,” Ceran said. “Yet when they were captured, one managed to evade captivity. None know what happened to him. The Sul’toral searched for him throughout the ages, looking for any sign of his power, but have uncovered nothing.”

      “Now what?”

      “Now the twelve have begun to return.” Ceran shook his head, his cloak keeping his face covered. “We suspect he has always been active, always searching for the keys to unleash the twelve.”

      “Asymorn?”

      “He is one of the twelve, though I do not know if he managed to escape. I still don't know. I have been searching, but it remains opaque.” He nodded to the sorcerer in the distance. “The sorcerer you see there was once known as Inoash.”

      “Are we supposed to stop him, as well?”

      “Eventually,” he said softly. “But that is not for now. I don’t think even you are ready for this, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “If I’m not ready, then how are we to stop them?”

      “As far as I can tell, only three of the twelve have escaped from their eternal prisons. All were incredibly powerful sorcerers at the time of their imprisonment, and for them to have escaped and survived for as long as they have suggests some plan is nearing fruition.”

      “If I’m not able to stop them, then why show me this?”

      “To show you what I must do.”

      “Fine. That’s what you must do, but what must I do?”

      “I fear there will soon be another,” Ceran said. Power started to swirl around him again, faint streams of it that drifted around, a hazy sort of energy that made it difficult for Jayna to see much of anything around him. “Despite my best efforts, I have begun to suspect that something has changed. And the attack in Nelar is but another beginning.”

      “You think it’s another of these twelve?”

      “I don’t know, but the power is unusual, and there is darkness within it.”

      Jayna stared down at the battlefield. Blasts of power came from the sorcerers targeting soldiers and other sorcerers, though none of the sorcerers managed to harm each other. Men continued to fight and fall, thousands of soldiers crashing together, leaving the battlefield stained with blood and the ash of the fallen. She could feel the energy coming from the sorcerers—the power they were wielding and the way they tossed magic around as if it were nothing. In this place, would there be anything she could even do to stop it?

      “No,” Ceran said, as if knowing her thoughts.

      “I couldn’t intervene?”

      “I would not permit it,” he said.

      “Why not? If you can stop this—”

      “I could not stop him either,” he said, nodding to the distant form of the dark sorcerer. “Inoash is one of the most powerful, and his dark magic is more than I can withstand.”

      “Then we wait?”

      “We gather strength,” Ceran said. “Or rather, I gather strength. You, on the other hand, must ensure the others do not escape from their prisons.”

      “So you want me to stay in Nelar.”

      “There is something about the city you must uncover. I'm not sure what it is, but not only Asymorn was drawn there. There might be others. And you must be ready.”

      “To stop another?” she asked.

      “Perhaps.”

      Ceran took a step back and Jayna followed, but not before it looked as if the sorcerer turned in their direction, looking up to the ridgeline as if he could see them despite the haze of magic over him. Jayna shivered when his dark gaze lingered on her. She felt a buildup of power and a streak of energy that tore through the space between them, as if he were attempting a . . .

      She grabbed Ceran’s arm and threw him backward, reacting by holding up the dragon stone ring and creating the barrier.

      Ceran sprawled on the ground and Jayna rolled over, continuing to hold up the dragon stone ring, calling upon all the power she could, that energy that flowed within her, and she poured it out. The spell the dark sorcerer had tossed in her direction rolled over the barrier she’d created.

      Finally, it eased.

      She got to her feet slowly, backing away from the ridgeline.

      Ceran got to his knees, his hood still covering his face.

      “He saw us,” Jayna said. “And he tried a linking spell.”

      It was a simple spell, but his was incredibly powerful.

      She had used a linking spell before, and she knew how to create them, but thankfully she also knew how to defend against them.

      “He should not have known we were here,” Ceran said, worry evident in his voice.

      “Maybe he shouldn’t have, but he did. And . . .” Jayna looked behind her. “I don’t know what he knew, but I know he is out there, and his power was pressing toward us.”

      “Then it’s time for us to go,” Ceran said. He got to his feet and held out his arm, waiting for Jayna.

      She took it, then they stepped away, moving free of the ridgeline, when the dragon stone ring began to constrict with tight energy once again. It started to squeeze, compressing her finger and leaving it throbbing. Jayna resisted the urge to fight against it the way she had before. At least this time she understood what was taking place. It was some sort of magical transportation, some sort of spell Ceran wrapped around her, yet as that power consumed her, she couldn’t help but feel as if she needed to fight against it, to battle what he was doing, but she could not.

      Finally, the throbbing eased, backing away, and they stepped once more into the darkened alley. The air was humid, heavy, and it took a moment for Jayna’s breathing to calm again, for her to adjust to the change. Ceran stayed in the shadows.

      “What will you do?” she asked him.

      “I must make other preparations.”

      “For what?”

      “In case you fail.”
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      Jayna slowly made her way back along the street, reaching the end of the alley and heading toward the market. Her heart still hammered after what she had seen, and she couldn’t shake the images of the battlefield that had spread out before her, nor could she forget the power she had observed. There were spells that stuck with her. The fireball was a unique one, and surprisingly, it looked to be something Jayna could re-create. She had seen fireballs like that before, and she thought that if she were to hold a particular pattern, twisting her hands just so, she could make one similar in size to the fireball she had observed from where she’d stood.

      Then there were some of the other explosive spells the sorcerers had used. Those were a bit more complicated, yet as she had watched, they had bounced that magic around as if it were nothing. Ceran had taught her several different dangerous uses of sorcery she never would've learned in the Academy, but the overwhelming violence she had witnessed on that battlefield was more than what even he had demonstrated. It seemed impossible.

      It told her all she needed to know about the sorcerers. All of them would’ve been incredibly powerful, all of them would have been impressive in their own right, and all of them would have been difficult for her to stop, at least with sorcery. With the dragon stone ring, Jayna didn’t know if she would have a different advantage.

      When she reached the edge of the market, she headed carefully forward. The air still stank of the burning remains of the vendors’ stands, and a hint of blood tinged the air, though not nearly as much as what had been on the battlefield. She felt a stillness not unusual in Nelar, especially with the humidity, which weighed everything down, as if to coalesce around it, tamping down the energy that could be found here.

      She made her way through the remains of the square, pausing as she looked over to Eva, then down to where Rosal leaned against the wall. She crouched down across from him. His eyes were still wide, and a little bit of blood trailed down one temple.

      He’d been injured.

      She attempted sorcery first. The healing patterns she had learned in the spellbook she'd taken from Char were not terribly complicated—which meant they weren't terribly effective either. As she tried to sweep magic through him, she could feel it butting up against some resistance. Almost without meaning to, she drew a burst of painfully cold power through the dragon stone ring, which surged more potently than she had expected. She had to hurry to tamp it back down.

      What was that?

      When she had reached for power through the dragon stone ring before, there had never been such a rapid response. This was more than what she had anticipated.

      “Are you hurt?” she asked him.

      He blinked a moment and shook his head. “Jayna? What were you doing here?”

      Jayna looked over to Topher, who was trying to speak to Eva, though she just stared out into the darkness. A bit of smoke swirled around her, less voluminous than before, and either Eva had withdrawn it, or had possibly reached the end of her potential when it came to using that smoke.

      “I think they targeted you,” Jayna said.

      Rosal turned toward her. He had a sharp jawline and eyes she couldn’t deny her attraction to. It was easy for her to remember why he had ended up back at her place, why she had ended up kissing him the way she had at the Wicked Pint.

      “Why would they have targeted me?” Rosal asked.

      “Tell me about your enchantments.”

      Rosal reached into his pocket and pulled one out, setting it on his palm. It was hardly larger than the small, bean-sized enchantment he had demonstrated to the rest of the crowd, and the symbols on its surface didn’t have the same definition as some of the more pronounced and impressive enchantments. There was an irregular pattern on the surface she suspected she could re-create, though she didn't know if she could reproduce a dular enchantment. The kind of power they poured into their enchantments was similar to sorcery, but they infused it with emotion, which granted it a different strength than sorcery-based enchantments.

      “This?”

      “Why don’t you tell me about the kind of enchantments you create?”

      “I . . .” He shook his head. “They weren’t always this potent.”

      “I gathered that,” Jayna said.

      “It’s just that I’ve been struggling. My enchantments were more like Molly’s enchantments, and little more than a bit of spark. Nobody wants that. Even the people who buy them end up disappointed, and they end up coming back to us, angry at what they perceive as some wrong we did to them.”

      “I assume Molly is another dular?”

      “That’s Molly,” Rosal said, motioning to one of the other dular who sat along the wall. Jayna looked in the direction he pointed, and she saw the woman who’d been trying to sell her the sparks of flame, the one who had been aggressive with her magic, even though it had been mild. She smiled to herself. “She always positions herself at the outskirts of the market, mostly because if she comes in any farther, she knows some people aren’t going to stop, or they’ll realize there are other enchantments that are more effective,” Rosal said.

      Jayna chuckled. “I saw that.”

      “Did you? Well, I couldn’t do much more than what she could. I could at least start a flame, but . . .”

      “What changed?”

      “The items I was enchanting,” Rosal said.

      “I didn't realize it mattered for the dular.” The basis of an enchantment mattered for sorcery though. Why wouldn't it matter for dular? With sorcery, the compounds involved in the enchantment were what granted power, along with the spell placed upon it.

      “Normally, it doesn’t. Normally, the items make little difference, other than the fact that the power in a particular enchantment is augmented if we find the right echoing of power.” He shook his head. “I’d looked for ages, searching for other ways to echo power, but hadn’t found anything very potent for me. My magic was no better than Molly’s.” He looked over to Jayna. “And how can I be a dular, at least one of any skill, if I can’t sell my wares?”

      “It seems to me there would be other options for you.”

      “You’d be surprised. The options for the dular are fairly limited. I spent quite a bit of time trying to search for other places to put my power, but nothing really made a difference. It wasn’t until I . . .” Rosal looked away, turning his attention to the cobblestones next to him.

      “Until you what?” she asked.

      “Until I found something new. It was different. Something I’d never seen before.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “Well, I don’t know what it’s called, but it was a sort of glowing rock. It had a particular coloration to it—almost maroon, maybe purple, but it seemed to take on a different color depending on who held it.” He met her gaze. “I found it was effective in increasing the efficacy of my enchantments. I tried a small rock.” He held out the enchantment, turning it in his hand before showing it to her. “Something small that once would have done very little, and it began to take on much more color.”

      “Color. By that, you mean the sparks you demonstrated.”

      “That’s right. People have fallen in love with it. They really enjoy seeing those colors. I can make more, but it takes more concentration. Some of them are a little harder, especially when I deal with the larger enchantments.”

      Jayna leaned back, looking at the injured people around her. She didn’t know how this had to do with the danger Ceran had shown her. Somehow, it all had to work together.

      “Where did you acquire this?”

      “There was a merchant who came to town about two weeks ago.”

      “And you bought it from them?”

      He turned away.

      Jayna snorted. “You didn’t buy it. I see. You took it.”

      “Well, not at first. I had no intention of taking anything from anyone, but the first one just looked so pretty. It was this blood-red stone that seemed to glow with its own light. It called to me. I felt compelled to go to it, to hold it, and to test it. When I placed the enchantment on it, I knew something was different.” He shook his head. “All these years, I’ve looked for ways to increase the potency of my enchantments, and it really took a specific construct.”

      “Where can I find this merchant?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. They were only there for a couple of days, then they disappeared.”

      “If they were only there for a couple of days, then . . . Let me guess. You went back after you learned just how potent your enchantments were, and you stole more stones from them?”

      “I wouldn’t have,” Rosal said. “It’s just . . . You wouldn’t understand. You wouldn’t know what it’s like to not have the kind of power you need, to feel like you could do and be more, and to find that the one thing standing between you and the success you long for is a bit of power you had to borrow.”

      Jayna twisted the ring on her finger for a moment, watching him before shaking her head. “I . . .” There came a tightness along the skin of her arms, and she got to her feet, looking into the distance. Sorcerers. She could feel the magic coming in their direction. She hurried over to Eva. “The Sorcerers’ Society has come. They must have detected the magic here.”

      “Is that a good thing or not?” Eva asked.

      “I don't know. The people need help.” She could smell not only the stink of ash and burning wagons, but the metallic stench of blood, and something she hoped was not burning flesh, but feared it was. “If the Society comes, they're going to learn about the market.”

      “Then what do you want me to do about it?” Eva asked.

      “Well, to begin with, maybe you can get the rest of the dular out of here. You and Topher can work together.”

      Topher shared his gaze with Eva for a moment, eagerness in his eyes.

      Jayna just shook her head. He really needed to learn some restraint.

      “What about you?” Eva asked.

      “I’m going to see if I can’t head them off a little bit,” Jayna said.

      “By that you mean you intend to speak with Char,” Eva said to her.

      “How do you know he’s even here?”

      “How do you?” Eva asked.

      Jayna closed her eyes. She could feel the linking spell between her and Char, the connection and energy that had formed between them long ago, and it didn’t take much for her to know how to reach for that. She was all too aware of the magic that flowed between them. Even though they had both placed the linking spell, it had recently become more one-sided. She could still feel the effect of Char out there, and knew he was within the city; she had little difficulty tracking his proximity to her. The difference was that he could not do the same—or perhaps that he just didn’t want to.

      “You know how,” she said softly. She looked down to Rosal. “You need to get going. The two of us aren’t done, though. We have more to talk about.”

      “What more?”

      “I need to know more about those stones.”

      “I’m sorry I stole them.”

      “I don’t care about you stealing them.”

      “You don’t?”

      “What I care about is who you stole them from. I need you to go back home, and I’m going to meet you there in a little bit.”

      “I can tell you where to find his home, but it’s difficult to find in the city. Navigating through Nelar, especially at night, can be tricky.”

      She pressed her hand on his chest and traced a quick pattern. It was a minor one, a hint of a circle with a loop looking out from it. As soon as she was done, she pushed power out through that, sealing the linking spell. It was a transient one. Long enough for her to find him tonight, but not long enough for her to have to track him indefinitely, not like the linking spell between her and Char.

      That one had been temporary as well. At least, that had been the intent. They had lost control over it, and the linking spell had formed and solidified, becoming something concrete between them. She didn’t need that with Rosal.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “That’s so I can find you. If you try to hide from me . . .”

      “I’m not going to try to hide,” Rosal said. “I’m glad you found me. I was hoping to see you again. I don’t know what happened last night. I think . . .”

      “I think you had too much to drink,” Jayna said. “I have some experience with that.” She looked over to Eva, who was working with Topher, and the two of them were shuffling the dular away, getting them moving. Most of them had little difficulty getting to their feet, but some struggled.

      She could feel Char coming closer. It wouldn’t be long before he reached them, and when he did, she suspected the sorcerers would sweep through here and detect the kind of magic that had been used. There was danger in that, especially as she didn’t know what they might do if they did detect something here.

      “Do you promise to find me?” Rosal reached for her before dropping his hands down to his sides.

      Jayna sighed. Why had he seemed so different the night before?

      He was a handsome, interesting man, but had she seen this side of him, his willingness to borrow and steal dangerous magic, what would she have done?

      Maybe nothing differently.

      Jayna had her own connection to dangerous magic. How could she blame somebody else for using it when she was so willing to reach for it herself?

      “I promise I will find you. It won’t even be long. Now go.”

      He headed off, limping slightly, but the farther he walked, the straighter he managed to stand. He paused at the ruined remains of his wagon and sorted through things before shaking his head and disappearing into the darkness.

      “I’m going to see if I can’t head them off now,” she said.

      “Be careful,” Topher said.

      Eva watched her, and Jayna ignored the long stare, slipping away. She found the path Char and the other sorcerers were taking, and she hurried along, getting closer and closer to them, until she ducked off into the narrow, dark alley that they would come past.

      She wondered if perhaps Ceran were still out there watching her. She never knew how much he followed her, though if he were concerned about some dark sorcerer, he would have worse things to be focusing on than her. She was only part of his responsibility. At least she understood what he was doing these days, though why had he not shared with her before?

      Another question she had for Ceran.

      Jayna started off toward a side street. She needed to draw the Society away as she had claimed she was going to. She debated what spell would be potent enough for them to detect the power she used but wouldn’t have a distinct signature to it.

      She didn't know how to mask her magic that well. Jayna wasn't even sure she could.

      Which meant that once she used her spell that way, it would potentially give the Society something to track.

      She traced out the quick pattern for the starburst spell, and angled it upward.

      As that power bloomed away from her, she moved into another alley, hiding, hurriedly releasing her connection to magic so the Society would not attack her.

      Magic bloomed nearby, causing tension along her skin.

      The Society was coming.

      Jayna could practically feel the other sorcerers working their way past. Most of them were dressed in the dark maroon clothing, but not all of them. Some of them wore gray, and one actually looked to be wearing chain mail.

      Soldiers.

      Somewhere among them was Char.

      Jayna couldn’t see him, but she could feel he was there.

      She focused on the connection between them. She pushed through the bond, but couldn’t tell much of anything. The link was there, lingering between her and Char, but it was faint.

      She needed to stretch across that connection, somehow trigger him so he was aware of her presence, the same way Ceran managed to alert her through the dragon stone ring.

      Could she use something similar to that?

      Jayna hadn’t tried that before, but it seemed it would make sense.

      She closed her eyes, focusing on the linking spell buried within her mind. That spell had been with her so long and so consistently that she had long ago started to forget about it. At this point, it was merely a presence within her mind, but the more she focused on it, the more she thought she could pull through that connection, and when she did . . .

      There. It came to her, an awareness that drifted to the forefront of her consciousness.

      The energy was there, a burst of power that flowed up into her. Jayna held on to it, then tried to keep her mind focused on it, using whatever she could to detect—and use—the power she sensed.

      She had to find some way of pushing through it.

      Sorcery wasn't going to be enough. She used her dragon stone ring connection, drawing just the faintest trace of power, her finger going numb with the painful cold as she called upon that power. Then she felt along the connection she shared with Char.

      The strangeness of the connection was there, and all she had to do was touch the linking spell with her magic. As she pulled on it, wrapping a hint of power around it, she felt it reverberate. It was just enough for her to pluck the power of that spell, and the spell carried with it enough energy that she felt it echo in response.

      It was all she could do.

      She waited.

      She’d never attempted to do this before because she didn’t have the necessary power—or experience. Even now, she wasn’t sure it would work. She still didn’t have the knowledge needed for significant sorcery, though she had much more experience than she had while in the Academy.

      Char stopped.

      He had nearly reached the market. She closed her eyes as she felt where he was. She knew how close he had come to the market, but as soon as he stopped, she knew the linking spell had called out to him. She started toward the mouth of the alley and continued to wait.

      Jayna crouched, and when Char started toward her, moving back in her direction, she stepped forward.

      “Jayna?” Char hissed, his voice barely rising above a whisper.

      “There you are,” she said, joining Char as he stepped into the street.

      “What are you doing here? How did you do that?”

      “What did you feel?”

      “I felt a strange tickle in the back of my mind. I’ve never experienced anything like it before. It was almost like you were tugging on something.” He stepped closer, his dark robes of the Sorcerers’ Society flowing down to the ground. They had to feel incredibly hot in Nelar’s humidity. “I’ve been increasingly aware of our connection these days, but this was different. I felt like you were trying to reach me.”

      “I was trying to reach you.”

      “Why would you need to reach me?”

      Jayna nodded toward the line of men moving along the street. “Who are they?”

      “The soldiers—”

      “No, the other sorcerers. There are more than I expected. I don’t remember that many in the outpost.”

      “Well, given the attack on the city, the Society sent the Order of Norej to investigate. There’s a sorcerer by the name of Daratha who leads them.”

      “They sent the Order?” she asked. She’d heard of the Order, though she knew little about them other than the fact they were powerful sorcerers. Not healers. They preferred to use a more destructive type of magic.

      “What did you think would happen?” Char asked.

      “I guess I didn’t know.”

      “What’s going on here?” He glanced behind him, looking along the street. “We got reports of illegal sorcery.”

      “It wasn’t sorcery.”

      “That’s not what the report said.”

      “I can’t tell you what your report said, but I can tell you it wasn’t sorcery. It was enchantments. The dular have a market here, and something happened.”

      “Something?” He arched a brow, turning back to her, a hint of a smile on his face. “If you don’t want to say you were involved, then don’t, but you don’t have to treat me like I’m an idiot.”

      “I’m not treating you like you’re an idiot at all. I’m just saying something happened. I’m not sure what it was. Only that there was something here. Power of some sort.”

      “Power? Sort of like the last time there was power?”

      “Different. I haven’t figured out what it is.”

      “A dark sort of different?”

      Jayna turned away from him. She didn’t need to go into that with him again. He had seen her when she had called upon the power of the dragon stone ring, and he had known what had happened when they’d battled with the Celebrants of Asymorn. He believed she was something she was not. He feared she had connected to dark power, and she didn’t have any way of convincing him otherwise. “It’s not the same.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m still trying to figure that out.” She nodded toward the distant market. “Some were injured. I tried to help them, but you might need to make sure there aren’t any others.”

      “How did you help them?”

      “Well . . .”

      “You didn’t use sorcery, did you?”

      She shrugged. “I might’ve used a little bit. I had to heal some people. There was a woman with a broken leg, and a boy with bad burns. If I hadn’t helped the woman, she would’ve died.”

      “Oh, Jayna. They’re going to detect your magic. I told you. They’re looking for illegal sorcery. They’re going to sense your type of magic.”

      “I didn’t use the other type of magic.”

      “I don’t know if that’s better or worse. The fact you used your own sorcery might be too much anyway. If they follow it, and detect you, then . . .”

      “Then they will try to hold me,” Jayna said.

      “For using unregulated sorcery.”

      Jayna wrinkled her nose up in a deep frown. “And here I thought I was only helping.”

      “I don’t think they have any way of detecting your other use of magic, but even that I’m not entirely sure of. You might’ve been better served not using it at all.”

      “If I didn’t use it, a woman would’ve died, and a boy might have suffered.”

      “You could’ve alerted me.”

      She shook her head. “If they discover me, then so be it. I did what was needed.” If she had sorcerers after her, members of the Society, it only meant she was going to have to try to navigate through the city without them finding her.

      It wasn’t going to be easy, but these days, nothing was particularly easy.

      “I haven’t seen you in a while,” Char said. “I figured after what happened before, you would have stopped by to visit, maybe take another spellbook . . .” He tried to force a smile, but Jayna couldn’t smile along with him. She couldn't tell if Char was upset. Not only had she abandoned him in the Academy, but she had used him to defeat Gabranth. Now the relationship was far more complicated than it had been before. “I just want to understand,” Char said.

      “I didn’t think it was a good idea to get you involved in anything more,” she said. She twisted the dragon stone ring, focusing on it. She was willing to accept it if she had to use only the power of the Toral ring, but at the same time, she preferred to have access to sorcery from time to time. She might be able to use low-level sorcery, spells that would only trigger the kind of power that one of the dular would have, but that limited her. What she needed was a way to use her sorcery more openly.

      What she really needed was a way to mask her sorcery.

      Maybe there would be an enchantment for that. If so, then she wouldn’t have to fear any of the sorcerers from the Society detecting her kind of magic.

      “You don’t have to get me involved, but you could’ve at least kept me informed. After what you did during the last attack, I would’ve appreciated that.”

      She breathed out a long sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry. Now you have a strange attack here in the middle of the night, and it leaves me struggling with how to react to it.”

      “You don’t have to react to it at all. Just help the dular as much as you can.”

      “You know I will, it’s just . . .”

      “What is it?” she asked, more harshness in her tone than she intended. “What is it that the Society might demand of you?”

      “Careful, Jayna,” he said.

      “I’m not possessed by dark magic,” she said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Do you think you need to test me?”

      “After what you did to me, I’m not sure. I haven't decided if that needs to be part of the reason,” he said, his tone rational in a way that irritated her. “Why shouldn’t I test you? I saw what happened. I can’t claim to fully understand everything you’ve gone through, or all the reasons you had in leaving the Academy when you were so close to finishing. You could have been like me. You could’ve used your magic more freely. And you could have—”

      “Been under the thumb of the Academy still.” She shook her head. “You’re still dependent upon the Academy, Char. I need to move more freely and openly. I couldn’t do that if I had stayed with the Academy.”

      “So you didn’t stay just because you believe there is something you can do that the Academy can’t?”

      “Now more than ever,” she said softly. She nodded, tipping her head down the street. “You should get going.”

      “I suppose I should. After the last dark magic attack in the city, Master Agnew has been much more careful with me.” He smiled awkwardly again. “Between the body you left in the outpost and the dark sorcerers we found near the temple—”

      “There wasn’t any alternative,” she said.

      He nodded, falling silent for a moment. “What are you going to do?”

      The answer should be easier than it was. She knew what Ceran wanted her to be doing, but at the same time, she wasn’t at all sure what her next steps were. The answers weren’t as simple as chasing down some dark festival.

      “I need to track down who was responsible for what happened in the market.”

      “I could help you with that,” Char said.

      She cocked her head to the side, smiling tightly at him. “You just made it clear you couldn’t. Not without engaging with an unlicensed sorcerer.”

      “Jayna . . .”

      She slipped back into the darkness of the alley. “You should stay away from this. Help the people there, but I don’t know what else is going on. I worry it’s the kind of danger you don’t want anything to do with.”

      “Dark magic,” he said.

      “I'm not sure. It might be, but . . .” She twisted the dragon stone ring. If it had been dark magic, she would've expected it to pulsate on her finger, giving her some clue, but it had not. The only thing that troubled her more was what she had seen with Ceran, and the violence she now knew to fear.

      “You still haven’t told me what you intend to do.”

      “If you’re asking whether or not I’m going to get involved in it, then you should know better. I need to stop it.”

      He looked as if he wanted to take a step toward her before catching himself. “Be safe,” he whispered.

      “I’m as safe as I can be.”

      “You’re as safe as you let yourself be. I could help. I can’t help you with the dark magic side of things, but if there is something I can help you with, then I would do it. You know I would. I’m still your friend, regardless of anything else that’s happened between us.”

      “I didn’t realize anything happened between us.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do.” She hesitated. She needed to get going, and had to follow the other linking spell and figure out what Rosal had done, but she didn’t want to. Not yet. Standing with Char pulled on something deep within Jayna—a desire for the normalcy she had known within the Academy. After having chased dark power, Jayna wasn't entirely sure that was what she wanted to keep doing. Even if there weren't many others doing it. But there was another draw, one that worried her, if only because Ceran believed she did not feel the desire. She wanted to understand the magic he understood. She wanted to master sorcery—even more now after having seen it on the battlefield.

      “What happened with the others who were hurt during the festival?” Jayna asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean did they recover? I’ve only seen two of them: Topher, the man who first came to our attention, and Robert, the tavern owner.”

      “You never liked going to taverns at the Academy,” Char said.

      “I might have been persuaded otherwise.”

      “Maybe that’s where the two of us should meet. You wouldn’t have to worry about me in the outpost, and I could enjoy seeing you in some new setting.”

      “When this is over,” she said.

      He watched her, and there was a hint of disappointment in his eyes. “They are as well as can be. Most of them recovered, but there were residual injuries. I had to downplay what happened.”

      “Robert struggles to walk,” she said.

      “Others have different injuries like that, but there’s one man who can’t speak anymore. He can still write, so I suppose that means he can communicate, but it’s like when he was possessed by that dwaring, whatever that creature was, he lost some part of himself.”

      Topher had changed—at least, she suspected he had. She didn't really know what he was like before, but now he had a childlike quality to him. Perhaps that was just who he was, and not the effect of the dwaring, though she couldn't help but wonder.

      Jayna sighed. She hadn’t really known what had taken place for the other dular after Gabranth and the other Celebrants had been defeated. All she had known was that the darkness had fed on the dular. She didn’t even know how long the darkness had been there or how long it had used them. Topher was the only one she knew of who still had his ability to create enchantments. Robert had been a dular, but that ability had faded since the dwaring had fed on him. She suspected the same thing would have happened to the others.

      “What did the Society do about Gabranth?” Jayna asked.

      Char's expression darkened. “He was identified as a dark sorcerer. Master Agnew doesn't like to speak of it, but from what I've overheard, he wasn't surprised to learn about Gabranth.” He fell silent for a moment. “The Society believes Gabranth and those working with him were going to use the dular they had attacked for their festival.”

      “They were,” Jayna said.

      “They don't know about the dwaring. And I couldn't really explain it without revealing what I knew.” He eyed her. “Though I might, depending on what you keep from me.”

      Jayna smiled at Char.

      “You’re a good man, Char.”

      “I wish it were easier,” he said.

      “You don’t think it is?” She smiled as she said it, but knew there was nothing easy about what either of them were going through these days.

      “It could be. There was a time when it all seemed simple.” He shrugged, looking back down along the street, and there was a bit of concern in his eyes. He would have to get going soon. “I remember when we first went to the Academy. Seeing you that very first day, when they were making introductions, and how you had this big grin on your face. I tried to keep my own smile to myself, but . . .” He shook his head. “I felt the same way you did. It was excitement. How could it not be? We were doing something we’d wanted to do for our entire lives. And I remember thinking how pretty you were, and how clever you were when I got to know you, and . . .” He shook his head again. “Now things are different. Not at all easy. Not at all simple. How could it be?”

      “It can still be simple,” she said.

      “No. There’s nothing simple about what we’re doing. Nothing simple about what you’re doing. I once felt like I was a part of your every day, and then you were gone. And now you’re back, but I’m still not connected to you the way I once had been. I still don’t know what your every day is like.” He looked as if he wanted to reach for her, but drew away.

      “I don’t know if you could be involved in this, Char.” It was more than just that, though. It wasn’t so much that he couldn’t be involved; it was that she knew he didn’t want to be. “Go help the people who still need it. Try to keep the Society from tracking me, if you can. And I’m going to keep a greater danger from hurting the rest of Nelar.”

      “What would happen if that danger were to get out?” Char asked.

      “Well, considering what I’ve seen, there’s a very real possibility that the kind of power these people can use would completely destroy the city. They would leave it in ruins.”

      “I see.”

      “But maybe that’s an exaggeration. I think I can stop it.” She had no idea how; she only knew Ceran wanted her to, and without Eva’s help, she didn’t even know how to put out the fires. “There might be something you could do, if you were willing.”

      “What?”

      “I could use a spellbook. Something that goes into complicated fire magic. Not your typical fire magic either, but something . . . unusual.”

      “Why do I get the feeling this will be dangerous?”

      “I don’t want to start the fires. I intend to put them out.”

      Char watched her for a moment, and she could see the debate warring in his eyes. “I’ll see what I can do.” He turned, looking down the street again. “I really should get going.”

      “So should I,” Jayna said.

      He reached toward her, and she took his hand, squeezing it for a moment. The linking spell flared in her mind, and she wondered if the same thing happened to him. Then he released her grip, and the spell faded once again back into the recesses of her mind. Char headed down the street, and she turned, following the linking spell she had formed with Rosal. It was time for her to figure out who was responsible for these fires and these attacks.

      It was time for her to stop them.
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      The dark city felt different for some reason, and though Jayna had spent quite a bit of time in Nelar over the last few months, there was just something off about it tonight. Maybe it was the attack, or maybe it was her lack of true understanding and preparation for what was taking place.

      She focused on the linking spell she’d placed between herself and Rosal, using that to guide her. The link was there, though hazy and a little indistinct. It was a fairly straightforward spell, one she had learned very early in her time at the Academy, so she suspected she had done it correctly, though she had not used it in quite some time, and had even had to modify it to ensure it was not nearly as robust as the one between her and Char. There remained the possibility her knowledge was incomplete and she hadn't done it correctly.

      The city itself was dark, though there were brighter sections in the distance, with lanterns glowing, illuminating the nicer parts. They were the sections of Nelar that had patrols of soldiers to ensure the safety of its residents. Many of the homes there had fantastic enchantments around them as well, items of power that had been placed to ensure the people who lived inside of the homes weren’t subjected to the same dangers as those who lived on the periphery—those like Jayna and Eva.

      The moss glowing along the walls wasn’t quite as thick here as it was in other parts either. She followed it, using some of that luminescence to guide her, though for the most part she stayed focused on her task at hand, moving as quickly as she could. She didn’t want to be out in the streets any longer than necessary, and didn’t want to give the sorcerers or the Society any more reason to come after her.

      The farther she went, the more she felt as if she were drawn into the central part of the city.

      When she had first started following the linking spell, it had taken her on something of a meandering course. That was partially because of her uncertainty about whether she was truly following the spell, but the farther she went, the more certain she felt she was following it the way she intended. It began to blaze within her mind—at first with a little softness, then with increasing vibrancy so that she grew completely aware of the linking spell and how it pulled her.

      She slowed, moving carefully and cautiously along the street as she looked into the distance, holding on to the energy she could feel from within it. There was something there, though Jayna wasn’t entirely sure how to latch on to it. She needed to focus on that power a little more than she had with Char; with him, it was more about the deep-seated power that linked them together since their earliest days in the Academy. What she had placed on Rosal was much less potent, and much less impressive.

      It had to be. Had she placed it more aggressively, the linking spell would’ve bound them together indefinitely, and Jayna certainly didn’t want to do that. She had no reason to stay bound to him, nothing other than a desire to know how to find him within Nelar. She already had herself bound up with Char, and she didn’t need to end up tied up with another—especially not a dular who had obviously gotten involved in some dangerous type of magic.

      The buildings had all shifted in appearance, becoming far nicer than they were on the outskirts. Even the moss glowing along the sides of the buildings had been scrubbed free, leaving a faint luminescence, but not enough for her to follow like she would be able to near her home. Most of the buildings were two stories, all made of stone, and spaced more widely apart than in the outer part of the city. Some had walls around what she suspected were gardens, and trees towered over her head. She had come through these sections before. When she had first come to Nelar, Jayna had scouted as much of the city as she could. It was part of her process in trying to understand the city itself, determining whether there was anything she needed to be especially cautious of, and preparing for where dark magic might be within the city. She had gone through all parts of the city, using her dragon stone ring, that connection to the Toral magic, to try to detect any dark magic that might be there, but had found nothing.

      That wasn’t surprising though. There were no dark magic users who would use it openly enough to draw attention to themselves.

      She remembered coming through here before, thinking these homes must have cost more than even her brother could steal.

      And this was where the linking spell had brought her?

      This couldn’t be the right place. That didn’t make any sense.

      Maybe it was off.

      She focused on it, leaning back against one of the narrow walls that looped around a massive home, staying in the shadows. A streetlight in the distance glowed brightly, and she heard the thudding of boots across cobblestones somewhere out there as well, near enough that she suspected soldiers patrolling could find her if she were to linger too long.

      As she focused on the linking spell, she detected the trailing of energy, and realized the spell wasn’t off—whatever was there came from up ahead.

      She moved forward, tracing her hand along the stone. Even the air in this part of the city seemed less humid than on the outskirts near the forest, though that might have been her imagination. Perhaps it was the fact that the moss had been scrubbed free of the stone, a luxury in the outer sections of the city. There it created a layer so thick that she couldn’t even imagine scraping it off, let alone getting the stone as clean as it looked out here. Perhaps they used enchantments, but that seemed a waste of magic to her. Yet in places like this, with buildings spaced as far apart as these were, towering over her the way they did, maybe wasting magic wasn’t their greatest concern. It was possible that all they were concerned about was keeping up appearances.

      She took a deep breath. The air had a floral fragrance to it—sweet, almost pleasing, and so different from the heavy, pungent aroma she had grown accustomed to within Nelar.

      Certainly better than the violence she had smelled when Ceran had carried her outside of the city using his strange magic.

      Jayna stepped more slowly, moving carefully along the road. When she neared one of the streetlights, she hurried into the dark shadows on the other side of the street, moving past the intersection. She caught a brief glimmer of soldiers at the far end of the street, but hoped she had moved quickly enough that they wouldn’t pick up on her presence.

      There were concealment spells she had studied at the Academy, but she had left before she had the opportunity to master them. Her knowledge of sorcery was not that much greater than what it had been when she'd been at the Academy. More specialized, perhaps. Ceran had made sure of that. It was too bad she hadn’t learned some of the more useful types of magic for the kinds of things she was doing, like masking her use of magic or greater healing techniques. Even more potent attack patterns would be beneficial.

      Her own magic through the dragon stone ring wouldn’t conceal her that easily. She might be able to twist it, and having seen what she had with Ceran, she suspected there was some way for her to do so, but that would take time and practice and perhaps a little bit of instruction—things Ceran seemed determined not to give her.

      She paused another moment, pressing her back up against the wall, and focused again on the linking spell. It seemed to glow more brightly in her mind, a surge of energy that suggested she was getting closer to where she had trailed Rosal—but why here?

      The only thing she could think of was that he had somehow been captured.

      Unless he hadn’t been completely honest with her.

      Maybe he was selling his enchantments to somebody here.

      The kind of enchantments he had started to make would have certainly drawn a different clientele. They weren’t all that functional. Instead, they were more decorative, and who else but people from these sections of the city could afford decorative enchantments like that?

      The sense of him still pressed nearby.

      She focused, aware of him distantly, near enough she could feel him drawing her, an awareness that pulled upon her. Jayna moved along the street, staying near the wall, then took a side street. She slipped along an alley, then emerged on a massive, wide courtyard leading up to a home larger than the others—three stories tall, with lights glowing in many of the windows, and ivy creeping along the surface of the stone. The wall surrounding the home itself had to be made of the same stone and was at least eight feet tall, completely scrubbed free of the moss so prevalent within Nelar. There wasn’t even any luminescence along the wall, not like there was on some of the others. That suggested to her that it hadn’t been just scraped, but rather, magic had been used to clean it.

      This was where the linking spell had guided her.

      Jayna studied the home. If Rosal was in there, then she could wait for him to come back out, figuring that he was only there to sell one of his enchantments. Why would he come here after what had happened?

      That fool. Of course, she didn’t know Rosal all that well, but she knew he had been so interested in modifying his enchantments that he had stolen from some unknown merchant.

      Some unknown and violent merchant.

      She wandered along the street, staying as much in the shadows as she could, and patrolled, watching for signs of soldiers. When she caught sight of a pair of soldiers making their way in the distance, she ducked around the corner, hiding until they were gone. She made certain to keep track of the home, watching for any sign that Rosal might come out, but he never did.

      When she’d been there for the better part of an hour, simply waiting, avoiding a total of three patrols, she shook her head.

      She had to go in and get him.

      She took a deep breath, letting it out as she approached the wall. There were too many patrols moving through here. Obviously, given the value of these homes, she suspected that whoever lived here probably paid for their own patrol, adding to and augmenting whatever the city might offer.

      She needed to figure out how to get to Rosal and get on with her research.

      She also was curious. Why was he spending so much time in here?

      When another patrol started to thud toward her in the distance, Jayna grabbed the top of the wall and climbed over.

      She landed on the inside of a magnificent garden. Even in the darkness, Jayna could tell there was something impressive about it. A few lights glowed along pathways that ran through the garden, leading past bells trees with their razor-sharp leaves, shrubs, and beds of flowers. The air smelled differently here. It wasn’t nearly as humid, and the fragrance of the flowers overwhelmed anything else, giving a magnificent aroma to everything.

      She looked over to the main building. Lights glowed in all the windows, and there was a significant presence near the main part of the home. Soldiers were patrolling around the house itself. Strangely, now that she was inside of the garden, the pull from the linking spell guided her in a different direction, away from the house itself.

      That was unexpected.

      Jayna crept along the wall, moving away, following the direction of the linking spell, using it to guide her. It led her to a smaller building that abutted the wall.

      Why hadn’t she felt that before? She backed away, studying the wall for a moment before realizing there were enchantments within it. That had to be the key.

      Now that she was close to it, she could feel these enchantments. She had no idea of their purpose, but they pressed upon her, creating a vague sort of uneasiness that pushed her away from the wall itself. Whatever was happening meant the power of the enchantments was pushing her away, but it probably also pushed away her ability to detect the linking spell. It was a wonder she had felt it at all.

      But she had felt it.

      Now that she was here, Jayna was certain Rosal was nearby. She followed it, tracing her hand along the wall, then paused. Unlike the massive home, the smaller building had no glowing lights inside. It looked to be completely darkened.

      The building was a single structure. Small. Compact. It had a flat roof, and the same ivy that creeped along the side of the mansion grew up along its side, as well.

      A garden shed, but why would he be here?

      She smiled to herself. He was hiding.

      Rosal had found some place to stay grounded and conceal himself. Why should she be surprised?

      She glanced behind her, looking along the inside of the garden, but didn’t see any other evidence of anybody coming toward her, and she made her way to the simple, brown, wooden doorway with an iron lock.

      Iron would mitigate her magic just a little bit.

      But not the Toral magic. She pressed her hand up against the door before drawing it back, hesitating. The last time she’d blasted through a door like this, it had been unlocked. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.

      She tested the handle and found it was not locked.

      She chuckled to herself. Rosal would sneak in here, hide in the garden, then not even lock the door? What kind of foolish ploy was this?

      She pushed the door open.

      A hint of light streamed out—pale, faint, mixed with a bit of haze. Enchanted light.

      She slipped inside, closing the door behind her. She held on to the power through the dragon stone ring, wrapping that around her, prepared for anything.

      What she wasn’t prepared for was the inside of the shed.

      A carpet covered the floor, and a hearth crackled at one end, though she hadn’t seen any smoke drifting from it. Where was it venting? An enormous plush sofa faced the hearth, and there was a table and chairs off to the side, along with a nicer stove than what she had in her home.

      Rosal lounged on the sofa, leaning back, his head rolling off to the side. She hurried to him, checking his neck for a pulse, and he jerked awake, looking over to her.

      “Jayna,” he said, smiling at her. He didn’t even have the sense to be concerned about someone surprising him like this. “You came.”

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, looking around. “Are you hiding here?”

      A faint flush came over him. “I’m not hiding. This . . . this is my home.”

      “This is your home?” She glanced back to the door and frowned. “Are you the gardener?”

      “I’m sure he would be pleased if I were,” Rosal said, shaking his head before turning back to her. “But no. I’m not the gardener. I’m his son.”

      She frowned, crossing her arms over her chest. “Whose son? The gardener’s?”

      “I’m sure you saw the house when you came in. Did you come through the gate or over the wall?”

      “Over the wall,” she said carefully.

      Not the gardener’s son.

      The wealthy merchant’s son, the one who owned the home.

      “That was probably for the best. They wouldn’t have let you in at this time of night anyway.”

      “Why don’t you start talking and tell me a little bit about what’s going on here.”

      “I haven’t been completely honest with you.” Rosal sat up and nodded to one of the chairs resting near the table. Jayna grabbed one, dragging it over so she could sit across from him, and she rested her elbows on her knees, staring at him. The chair was a solid oak, heavily lacquered, and more comfortable than it had any right to be. “First about the fact I’m a dular, and then . . .”

      “And then about who you are?”

      “Pretty much,” he said, shrugging. “I wasn’t sure how you’d deal with it. I needed help, but I wasn’t exactly sure how to go about getting it.”

      “What do you mean you needed help?”

      A sheepish look crossed his face. “Us meeting in the tavern wasn’t exactly chance. I’d gone looking for you. I’d heard you frequented the Wicked Pint, and though I could ask you for help, I didn’t know how you’d answer, so . . .”

      “So what?” Jayna asked.

      “When I saw you, then when you agreed to have a mug of ale with me, I couldn’t help but feel like my luck had finally turned.”

      “You think it was lucky?”

      “Maybe not lucky, but . . . Well, I told you what I had taken. There were some people after me, but I didn't know who. I suspected it was tied to what I had taken. I needed help. I heard someone in the market mention a woman who had helped the dular. It took a while, but I finally came up with your name. And it was even harder for me to find you.”

      “So you came to find me for protection.”

      “I wanted to be safe. They had already tried to target me one other time.” He looked down as he said it.

      “What happened?”

      “I was working my way along the merchant caravan, looking for more of the substrate, when one of the wagons exploded. It almost took me out, but I had an enchantment my father made.”

      Jayna sat back. All of this because of Rosal.

      She sighed. It wasn't that straightforward though. She knew it. He had been attacked, then her home, then the market. While all of that was because of him, the severity of the attacks suggested that whatever Rosal had uncovered was valuable.

      Not only that, but powerful.

      “You told me what you’d taken, and you said it was mostly because you needed enchantments to be more potent.”

      “I did,” he said. He turned his attention to the door. “I don’t have nearly his talent. He has never really understood, and has been frustrated by me. He tells me it’s a matter of just finding the right substrate. I’ve looked. How can I find the right substrate when he limits my access to it?”

      “By ‘his,’ I presume you mean your father?” He nodded. “And the massive mansion back there belongs to him?”

      “My parents. Well, it was my grandfather’s before it was theirs, and our family is sort of well-known for its enchantments. My family was one of the seven founding families within the city.”

      She frowned. “The city is older than the dular.”

      “Well, seven founding families of dular. After the El'aras abandoned the city.” He waved his hand. “They managed to establish a measure of control, and now the seven families run the city.” He said it without any measure of smugness.

      “And what about the outpost? The Society?”

      “My family doesn’t really care for the sorcerers. They tolerate them, but according to my father, there is nothing a sorcerer can do that a particularly skilled dular cannot. He believes that by working together, and exchanging enchantments, any dular could do the exact same thing a sorcerer could.”

      Jayna leaned back in the chair, staring at him. This was all unexpected. “So you were trying to make more potent enchantments in order to impress your father? I’m afraid I don’t fully understand.”

      “Something like that,” he said. “But I also wanted to see if I could do it. You see, my enchantments have never been that impressive. I could really do almost nothing with them.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small coin. He squeezed his hand around it, closing his eyes, clenching his jaw. When he opened his hand again, he held it out to her. “Try this.”

      “What is it?”

      “This would be my enchantment without the type of stone I found.”

      She took the enchantment. There was a hint of a pattern across the surface, though it wasn’t very deep, nor very complicated. It suggested to her that the enchantment itself wouldn’t be all that complicated or impressive to begin with. She traced her finger along its surface and felt the power within it. She closed her eyes and used a surge of power to trigger it.

      It sparked.

      She could feel it sparkling in her hand, reminding her a little bit of the sparkles she had seen in the sky when Rosal had used his enchantment at the market, but this was less potent.

      She looked over to him. “Your father doesn’t approve?”

      “My father wants me to master something useful. That’s what he always says.” His tone shifted, deepening as he mimicked what Jayna suspected his father must sound like to him. “‘Find something useful. Find something salable. If you can’t do that, then you are of no use to the family.’”

      “That seems harsh.”

      “Harsh or not, it’s what he believes. Which is why I started looking for different substrates. That’s been his lesson to me all along. When I first manifested my ability to create an enchantment when I was ten, it was a matter of trying to find the right substrate. He thought I needed to use something more expensive. I had piles of gold and silver he had me working through when I was much younger. No gold or silver makes any difference in making my enchantments any stronger. We even tried some gemstones, but none of them were all that different, either.”

      “Why would he be willing to risk using gold or silver with an enchantment?”

      “Well, if you place the right enchantment into gold or silver, you increase the value. What might be worth one gold unenchanted, suddenly becomes worth ten times that with the proper enchantment.” He shook his head. “That’s something my family learned early on. My grandfather was very skilled at placing enchantments onto valuable items. He turned value into even more value. He made something rare even rarer.” He sighed. “Others started to copy him over time, but that was how my family built its wealth. All on a trick.”

      Jayna leaned back. She couldn’t imagine placing enchantments on anything valuable. Within the Academy, they talked about needing the right construct for the enchantment, so she understood that finding the substrate, such as he called it, was important in placing the necessary enchantment.

      “What happened when you placed it on gold or silver, or even some of the gemstones?”

      “I created nothing different than what you just saw. Or felt. Either way, it didn’t make a difference. My enchantment was substandard, according to my father. I kept trying, switching my substrates, trying things that weren’t even quite as exotic. I kept thinking that if I were able to create something that would be viewed as valuable by somebody else, I could turn that enchantment into something he would be proud of.” He shook his head again, leaning back and staring at his hands. “He’s never been proud of me. Never been proud of my enchantments. I’ve tried, but nothing I do has been enough.”

      “Until you found the strange stones.”

      “I hadn’t shown him yet. I wanted to make sure they had the right market for it. That’s why I went to the midnight marketplace. I wanted to know whether there was an appetite for that.”

      Jayna chuckled, shaking her head. “You certainly are a salesman.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because you were impressive up there.”

      “I know there’s a pitch. That was something else my grandfather used to say. He liked to say that when he was younger, his home was nothing larger than this shed. Over time, as he acquired wealth, he built the mansion out there.”

      “I can’t even imagine that kind of wealth,” she said.

      “Yeah, well imagine growing up with it.”

      Jayna looked toward the door, remembering the mansion. “I can’t.”

      “Anyway, all of this was because I was trying to find a different way of holding on to power, and a way of satisfying my father. All of this was because I knew I needed to reach for something more, some way to be like my family. If I could find something that would sell, then my father would be proud of me again, and I would be able to . . .”

      “You’d be able to what?”

      “I’d be able to go back home.” He turned toward her. “He sent me out here. When I wasn’t able to make anything of any use, he sent me out here. He said this was all I deserved until I could prove myself to the family.”

      Jayna thought she’d had a hard childhood. At least her parents had welcomed and embraced her before they had died. Even Jonathan, with his thieving, had still wanted to be around her. Hell, for that matter, he’d wanted to bring her along so she could help him in his thieving.

      “How long have you been out here?”

      “A few years. I’ve been trying to find different items that would help me, but so far, I haven’t come across anything. Or hadn’t.”

      “And now you’ve found something incredibly dangerous.”

      “I didn’t know,” he said.

      “You knew something was up.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, watching him. She twisted the dragon stone ring on her finger, feeling the smooth surface of it, and instinctively began to touch upon its power. Cold pain surged in her hand, working up her arm. She held her hand out from her, using a bit of power to radiate away from her, a surge of energy that drifted outward, creating a barrier that would offer protection if she were to be attacked again. “That’s why you came for me.”

      He nodded. “I didn’t know what was going on. At first, I thought they just wanted the stones back, but I eventually realized it wasn’t only that.”

      “They want more than the stones?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” Rosal said.

      “How many stones do you have left?”

      “Not many. Just a couple. I already turned most of them into enchantments.” He flushed again. “I thought I could do that, sell them, then prove to my father . . .”

      “I don’t understand. Once you prove to your father you can do this, you still don’t have a supply of these stones.”

      “Not yet, but that’s easier to get a hold of. My father oversees the merchant guild that comes into the city and has access to all the different merchants that travel through here. I figured once I determined if the enchantments would even be valuable, I would ask him to help me find the merchants and source more of the stones.”

      “Let me see one of them,” she said.

      “They aren’t all that exciting until I place the enchantment on them.”

      “Rosal . . .”

      He shrugged, getting to his feet, and headed to the hearth. There was a small wooden box on top of it; he flipped open the lid and grabbed something from inside, carrying it over to Jayna. When he handed it to her, she took it, frowning. It was a strange, maroon stone, almost crystalline in its structure, with some black and gray flowing within it.

      “I guess I only have this one left. I thought I had more, but I must have turned all of them into enchantments already.”

      “This is the last one?”

      “Until I get more.”

      “Are you sure it’s even a good idea for you to go after more?”

      “You saw the enchantment, Jayna. You can’t tell me that wasn’t impressive.”

      “It was impressive, but I also realize that whoever you took the stones from wants them back.”

      “I figure once I get enough money, I can pay them.”

      Jayna held on to the stone, studying it. “I worry even paying them isn’t going to be enough.”

      “Why?”

      She shook her head. If the people responsible for the stones were somehow tied to one of the other twelve, then she was in more danger than she knew. Rosal might be in more danger than he knew, as well.

      And more than that, all of the city might be in danger.

      “I need to know more about that merchant you stole the stones from,” she said. “You said you bought some of the stones at first.”

      “I did,” Rosal said, brightening slightly. “Only two. There was a merchant who prepared to leave the city. He was willing to sell them to me. It was expensive, but now that I know what they can do, I can't help but think it was worth it.”

      Jayna felt otherwise, based on what she’d seen. “Then what happened?”

      “I went back. He wasn't there for me to buy them from, so . . .” He shrugged.

      “You took them.”

      “I intended to pay him. Or, eventually pay him.” He lowered his eyes. “I didn't see any sign of the wagon again though.”

      “Where did you look?”

      “When the merchants come to the city, they take the same looping path through. It gives them a chance to trade in all different quadrants of the city. That’s something the merchant guild ensures. They want to make sure all people have access to supplies. I couldn't find the wagon again despite looking for it along the path it took through the city.”

      “You said your father oversees the guild?” He nodded. “Then there has to be some record of that merchant,” Jayna said.

      “He’s not going to let me see that. Gods, Jayna, he barely lets me in the house these days.”

      “I think he will if you tell him you have a new enchantment you can sell.”

      “I don’t know. Since I don’t have any proof they’ll sell, I don’t know what my father might do.”

      Jayna needed to get a hold of those records, which meant she was going to need him to be willing to dig and look into what was there.

      “If you want my help, then you’re going to do this,” Jayna said.

      “You would help me?” Rosal asked.

      “I think if I don’t, it’s going to be more than just you under attack.”
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      Jayna wandered carefully through the streets, heading back home after her conversation with Rosal, reaching into her pocket every so often to squeeze the stone. She had never seen anything quite like it before.

      It didn’t surprise her that the stone would somehow augment Rosal’s power. Even without any enchantment within it, Jayna felt as if the stone itself surged with power and energy, as if the stone itself carried something more.

      It was terrifying.

      Mostly because the people who were after the stone terrified her. They were willing to destroy, without fear of who might get caught up in the explosions. They had gone after Rosal, and failing to get to him, they had targeted her home. That was bad enough, but having targeted Rosal at the market meant countless people had been caught up in their attacks.

      She had to keep the sone safe, but she had to learn more.

      Thankfully, Rosal had agreed to meet with her in the next day so they could go to his father and see what they might be able to learn about the merchants who had come through the city. She had hoped to uncover just who those merchants were and what they were selling, then they could figure out what else they would need to do to stop the attacks.

      As she moved away from the higher-class section and made her way deeper into the city, the appearance of the buildings gradually changed. No longer were they two or three stories tall. Many of them were single stories out here without any walls surrounding them, and the thick layer of moss glowed along their surface, leaving a trail of luminescence. At one point, when she turned a corner, Jayna could swear she felt somebody trailing after her, and she hurried her steps. It was intuition trained into her by her brother when he’d hoped she’d end up working with him.

      She readied power within the dragon stone ring, and prepared to unload if it were to become necessary, but the feeling faded.

      It was just her imagination. Perhaps all the talk about Asymorn and others like him, along with this Sarenoth, had her on edge.

      To be honest, ever since taking up the role working with Ceran, she’d been on edge, but staying in Nelar had given her a chance to settle, to feel like she could ease into things. She had felt a sense of comfort, which was a dangerous feeling given the type of work she was involved in.

      Jayna reached her home, looking in either direction before entering to make sure there was nobody there, and when she pushed the door open, a blast of heat radiated out toward her. She looked over to the fire, unsurprised to see Eva sitting in front of massive flames crackling within the hearth; she must have built it up. An empty bottle of wine rested near her feet, along with a tilted-over glass and a trail of wine spilling across the floorboards.

      She hadn’t even drunk all of it.

      She was asleep, which Jayna figured was probably for the best.

      Topher sat at the table and he looked up when she entered. He had her spellbook open, and had been flipping through the pages. Jayna felt a moment of irritation, but she pushed it down. It wasn’t even her spellbook. And Topher wasn’t a sorcerer, so there wouldn’t be anything he could do with that spellbook.

      “What happened?” he asked, closing the book.

      Jayna came in, grabbed the book, and put it into the cabinet before turning back to Topher. “Well, I learned things about Rosal.”

      “What did you learn?”

      “He didn’t need to be at the market selling enchantments.”

      “Why?”

      “Because his father has money. His family, really. I think the entire family is loaded.”

      Jayna needed a glass of wine. After a night like she’d had, and everything she’d gone through, a simple glass of wine would be welcome.

      She checked the cupboards, but of course Eva had already drunk most of the bottles. Maybe Eva had one back in her bedroom.

      Jayna headed back to Eva’s room and found a mess. At least there had been no blast through the wall, so the stonework was intact, but her sheets were all balled up at one end of the bed. The air smelled strangely hot, as if Eva had dragged some of the fire back here. A row of wine bottles rested along one wall, all of them empty. Jayna reached her wardrobe, pulled it open, and sorted through her clothing until she came across her hidden stock of wine, then she grabbed a bottle before returning to the kitchen and taking a seat with Topher. He arched a brow at her.

      “If she says anything about it, I’m going to just remind her about how much of mine she’s already drunk,” Jayna said.

      “I get the feeling she’s possessive of it.”

      “Possessive doesn’t even do it justice,” Jayna said.

      She pulled the cork out and realized she didn’t have a glass. She got to her feet, heading to the cabinet. The spellbook resting there seemed to taunt her. Maybe it didn’t matter if she let Topher read it. What would he even get from it?

      She took a glass down and sat at the table. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have reacted that way when you had the spellbook out.”

      “I understand. It’s not mine.”

      Jayna finished pouring her glass of wine and took a drink. “It’s not mine either. I stole it from the outpost when I was there last time.”

      He grinned at her and she could imagine him wagging an invisible tail. “I thought you are a sorcerer. Don’t you have spellbooks?”

      She smiled tightly and swirled the wine the way Eva did. It was something she’d learned from her after watching her drink as much as she had over the time they’d been together. Swirling the wine like that seemed to open it up, to reveal some of its flavors and the aroma from within it. She thought it tasted better after that.

      “That’s just the thing. I left the Academy before I finished.”

      “Why would you not stay to become a sorcerer?”

      “It’s a long story.” She looked up at Topher. “What about you? Why did you leave your home and end up in Nelar?”

      He got to his feet, went to the cupboard, grabbed a glass, and took a seat across from her. He motioned to the wine bottle, and Jayna poured him a full glass. He gripped it with both hands, staring at it for a long moment. “I come from Porin. It’s a village several weeks’ travel from here. Closer to the center of the kingdom than the outskirts.”

      “How long ago did you leave?”

      “I tried to make it home,” Topher said, his voice dropping to a soft whisper. “It was hard. I didn't have anything there. Not really. I thought about going to the capital, but the Society is too powerful there, and my particular abilities would have offered nothing. I figured I might as well head somewhere I could make a place for myself.”

      She smiled tightly again. She actually understood. It could be hard to make a name for oneself. “You haven’t told me about your village before.”

      “I know. And I haven’t told you about what drove me away either. I learned I could make enchantments when I was young. I could make things with my abilities.” He smiled to himself. “I always liked it and thought it was a particularly useful skill, but the more I used it, the more I realized others didn’t find it quite as useful. I had people questioning why I couldn’t do more with my magic. Why I couldn’t be more.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He shrugged. “I got used to it. Over time, most of those people began to leave me alone, but there was always that feeling I was somehow less. I was never a sorcerer, so . . .”

      “So you were something else.” The fact he had mentioned a derogatory term for dular made a bit more sense now. “Why Nelar? Because of the dular?”

      “Nelar was known to be more welcoming to my kind. I’d heard stories about it. A place where there were massive markets where enchantments were sold. A place where people like me could live, even thrive. A place where I could find myself.” He snorted and took a drink of the wine. “Little did I know I would lose myself here.”

      “You haven’t lost yourself.”

      “Ever since that dwaring attack, something is . . . wrong. My enchantments don’t work quite the same way. I don’t know if it’s a matter of the kind of power I was using before, or if it’s something else, but either way . . .” He shook his head. “I keep hoping I’ll get some of it back, and that over time I’ll begin to use power in a way I once did, but so far, I haven’t been able to.”

      She sipped the wine, looking over to Eva. “We can work with you. There are quite a few dular in the city, and I imagine many of them would be willing to help you.”

      “They have been. There’s only so much they can do though. I’ve been meeting with several of the different dular, trying to find a different substrate to work my enchantments upon.”

      There was that term again. It was something she’d never heard before recently, though it fit. “Had you ever known the substrate made a difference?”

      “I always knew certain things took enchantment better than others. I didn’t really know why. When I was younger, I used to try to place enchantments on little hunks of wood, or rocks, but specific items worked better. Coins, in particular.”

      “Have you ever given thought to why a coin would work better than anything else?”

      “I don’t really know. Maybe the coin is softer and more malleable, but maybe it just has to do with the kind of magic I have and how it links to it.”

      Jayna finished her glass of wine, setting it down. She eyed the bottle of wine for a moment before deciding she didn’t need another glass. Her task was not over. Not yet. “We might need your particular talents, Topher.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, it’s potentially dangerous.”

      He chuckled. “I think anything around you is potentially dangerous, Jayna.” He took another drink of his wine. “But it’s also interesting. Before I came to the city, I would never have figured I’d be dealing with this sort of thing.”

      “You do realize this is dark magic, don’t you?” She had to tell him. She didn’t want to have him thinking she was playing around with some sort of strange enchantments, or dealing with something that was only a game. There were times when she had a hard time determining just how Topher felt about things. Mostly there seemed to be a simpleness to him, but maybe that came from him having grown up in a village, and not having seen much of the world. Or maybe it was a residual effect of the dwaring attack. Jayna didn’t know. When he had been at the market, she had started to see another side of him, a side she wondered if he could find all the time. The confidence was the side of Topher she needed.

      “I understand,” Topher said. “I can’t claim that I know about dark magic, or that I understand what it is you are doing, but I think I understand what happened when they used that creature on me.”

      “How would you describe it?”

      “I was there, Jayna.”

      “I know you were, but everybody who was there was somehow impacted. I still haven’t been able to tell how you were impacted, and whether there’s anything I can do to help you get past it.”

      “I still feel it sometimes,” Topher said, closing his eyes as he sat back. He gripped the wine glass in both hands, squeezing it tightly. He was a large enough man that she wondered if he might even shatter it, but he simply held it a moment before relaxing his grip, then opening his eyes. “I still sometimes feel that dwaring inside of my mind. It was there, almost as if it were trying to crawl through my mind, as if it wanted me to be aware of its presence. It was doing something.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what, but I could feel it moving around.”

      Jayna resisted the urge to shiver. The idea of some creature inside of her, feeding on her—on her magic—left her with a sense of unease, but it was more than that. It was fear.

      If Gabranth and his followers could command creatures like that, she still needed to be careful. He might be gone, but there were likely others who remained. Dark sorcerers who might still be interested in performing another festival to claim dark power and hurt others. She had dealt with other dark creatures, and many of them had been nearly impossible for her to fathom when she had been at the Academy, but ever since leaving the Academy, she had grown more accustomed to that darkness and those dark creatures—which only made her more aware of how dangerous they are.

      “I’m sorry you feel it sometimes,” she said.

      Maybe another glass of wine wouldn’t be such a bad idea. She filled her glass just a little bit and set it back down on the table. Topher took the bottle and emptied the rest into his glass.

      “I didn’t even know you before all this started. I feel like I needed to know you though. Had I not found you, I don’t know what would’ve happened,” Topher said.

      “We probably still would've gotten involved. I don't know if we would've saved you from the dwaring the first time, but we would've saved you eventually.”

      She didn't want him to fear what might've happened.

      “But I might've gotten hurt worse. Like Robert.”

      She nodded. “You might have. And maybe we would've failed without you. Then Asymorn would've been released, and he would've started trying to free Sarenoth.”

      He frowned. “Sarenoth?”

      “That’s who they follow. I don’t know anything about him, but I think he’s some sort of dark god.”

      “That sounds terrifying.”

      “No. What’s terrifying is that the Festival of Mourn was just the beginning. The Celebrants of Asymorn were just one part of it. And we somehow have to find a way to stop others.”

      “We?”

      She chuckled, shaking her head. “Fine. Me.”

      She sat back, twisting the dragon stone ring. She ran her finger along the surface of it. Most of the time, it felt smooth, warm, but for some reason, tonight there was a bit of texture to it, and a hint of a coolness to the ring itself. It was almost as if the ring were drawing power off of her.

      “You don’t have to stay with us, Topher. I think that’s really what I wanted you to know. I don’t know what’s going to happen, and I don’t know how dangerous it’s going to be, but the longer you stay with us, the more likely you’re going to be exposed to things you just aren’t equipped to handle.”

      “I can help,” Topher said.

      She didn’t think he could, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. She didn’t necessarily want his help. And she certainly didn’t want to have to worry about him, didn’t want to have to fear he might be injured in some way, but she did appreciate having more people around her who understood what was happening.

      “I’m sure you can.” She forced a smile. “Which is why you need to keep working with the dular. Figure out whether you can regain any of your ability.” Even if he could, she didn’t know whether anything within his ability would be of much use to her. His particular form of enchantment was unique, and while she had no idea how effective it might be, perhaps there was some value in having him try.

      “I will. And I’m going to find some way of helping Eva. She doesn’t know it yet, but she does need help.”

      Jayna finished her wine, setting the glass down on the center of the table. “That’s just it. I think Eva does know she needs help. The problem is she doesn’t necessarily want it.”

      “Why wouldn’t she want help?”

      “I think in her mind, there some things she would rather forget.” She got up. “It’s time for me to get some sleep.”

      “I’ll do the same soon. I think . . . I think I’ll keep an eye on her for just a little bit longer.”

      “You shouldn’t stay awake too long. She’s passed out in the chair again, so I don't think she's moving until morning.”

      “I know. I’ve been around her enough times now.”

      “Then you should get some rest.”

      She took the empty bottle of wine, set it on the counter, and headed back into her room. A little bit of the night air pressed into the gaps in the stone. Jayna traced a small sealing pattern along the stone in front of the wall, and then activated it with a bit of sorcery. She could feel it pressing up and out, and even though the sorcery was there, she still didn’t feel like the wall was intact enough to protect her. It seemed it wouldn’t take much more than a slight shove to send the stones careening down back into her room, putting her at risk again.

      She sat down on the bed, staring at the wall.

      Somebody had attacked.

      They had come for Rosal, not for her, and they had come for the stones.

      She fished the stone out of her pocket, holding it in the palm of her hand. There was something unique about it. There was no doubt about that.

      Whomever Rosal had stolen from had to be more than just a merchant. They might've had the stones, but there was no way any merchant would have sold to someone like Rosal if they knew what they had. They would've wanted to sell to someone with money.

      Unless they knew it was going to end up with his father.

      She just didn't know enough.

      She didn’t know what she needed quite yet.

      But she was determined to find those answers.

      She gripped the stone, lying down, and quickly fell asleep.

      As she slept, dreams drifted into her mind—dreams of her parents, her brother, even the Academy. Those were the happiest, and she wanted to linger within them, especially as she walked through the halls of the Academy with Char again, feeling almost as if she were really there, but there came a feeling of darkness that pressed upon her as she walked, a sense of energy attempting to constrict her, as if the Academy itself had shifted, somehow becoming darker than it had been when she was there before. She tried to work her way out of that dream, realizing something was off, but even as she did, she could feel it continuing to press in, squeezing around her, and there was no escape.

      She woke in a cold sweat.

      Why would she dream about the Academy and darkness?

      Maybe because she had learned about darkness in the Academy. Maybe because she had learned about what happened to her parents, learned there were dark sorcerers in the world, dark energy, all of it working for its own purposes.

      Or maybe it was because she now carried the Toral ring, and anytime she touched upon energy, even her own sorcery, she was reminded of that dark power and how it pressed in upon her, as if it wanted to draw on her, to force her to serve, and to find some way to take her down a path she was determined to avoid.

      She was still holding on to the stone. After a while, she stuffed it into her pocket, lying back down. She stared at the ceiling for a long time before she finally fell asleep. Thankfully, dreams didn’t plague her this time.
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      The inside of her bedroom felt different. Jayna sat up with a start, her head pounding, some part of her aching, and it took a moment for her to realize just what it was—not her arms or legs, but pain pulsing in her back, and the Toral ring throbbing on her finger.

      It was a different sort of squeezing and constricting than what she was accustomed to. Typically when Ceran wanted to get a hold of her, he would send a steady vibration through the ring until she responded. But this time, it was just a squeeze and then a release, with nothing else that followed it. She focused on that sensation and tried to push against it, but it didn’t feel quite right.

      It just squeezed.

      At first, she feared it was because of some dark sorcerer nearby. She had only encountered dark sorcerers once, and had barely survived that, but that didn't seem to be the cause.

      Then some creature?

      No. It was different from what she felt when she encountered dark creatures.

      She hesitated a moment, then got to her feet and started looking around the room.

      Had something happened in her dreams that activated the Toral ring?

      She didn’t know. She twisted her finger, tempted to take it off, but didn’t like the idea of leaving it behind, especially if she might need that power in the upcoming days. Given everything she’d been through in the city and everything she feared she would still have to deal with, taking the Toral ring off was only going to weaken her. She needed strength, regardless of how much darkness the ring might be responsible for.

      She got dressed and changed her clothes, but was careful to keep her cloak and the contents of its pockets intact. When she headed out into the main room, she found Eva still sitting in the chair. She was awake now, which she figured was a benefit. The wine glass had been set upright, and thankfully had not been refilled.

      “You’re awake,” Jayna said.

      “I’d say the same thing about you,” Eva replied.

      “Where’s Topher?”

      “In my room. Apparently he decided to break into my private stash and—”

      “He didn’t do it. I did.”

      Eva turned, looking at her, holding her gaze. The flames in the hearth reflected in her eyes, and she stared at Jayna for a moment. “You did it?”

      “I needed a glass of wine after everything we’d been through yesterday, and I figured you wouldn’t mind if I borrowed one of your bottles.”

      “If you’re going to take one of my bottles of wine, then at least share it with me.”

      Jayna chuckled. “I would have if you hadn’t fallen asleep so soon.”

      Eva looked away, turning her attention back to the hearth.

      Had Jayna struck a nerve? That wasn't her intent.

      “I’m going to need your help today,” Jayna said.

      “Why?” Eva asked.

      Jayna crossed over to her and took a seat in the other chair. She sank down into the gray fabric and looked over to Eva. A hint of redness ringed Eva’s eyes again, and there was a bit of darkness there, something sleep hadn’t shaken from her. “I need you to find out anything you can about this.” She pulled the stone out of her pocket and held it out.

      Eva leaned forward, frowning as she regarded the stone. “What is that?”

      “This is what Rosal has been using to create his enchantments. Apparently, he stole it off of some merchants—or someone who had it—as a way of impressing his father. I was surprised to learn his father is an incredibly wealthy dular. Apparently, Rosal feels the need to try to impress him, using the kind of magic within the stone to do so. Now it seems the same people he stole from are after him. And they don't seem to care whom they hurt.”

      “What do you mean the ‘magic within the stone’?”

      “There’s something within the stone. I don’t really know what it is, but I feel something when I hold it.”

      Eva started to take it, but shook her head and leaned back. “I’ll look and see what I can find.”

      “Good. I have something I’m going to do.”

      “What is that?”

      “I’m going to have Rosal find out what his father knows. Either that, or just break into his father’s home.”

      Eva arched a brow. “Taking after your brother now, are you?”

      “Well, not so much. This is something he would’ve been much better equipped to do than me.”

      There weren’t too many times when she wished she had her brother’s talents, but in this case, having Jonathan’s skill set would have made the job so much easier. She could imagine Jonathan planning, plotting, and coming up with some easy way to sneak into Rosal’s father’s home. He would probably drop down from the rooftop, climb into some upper-level window, and sneak along the halls until he found what he wanted. More likely than not, her brother would’ve already had a plan in place.

      Jayna stuck the stone back into her pocket. “All of this is tied together, somehow.”

      “You really think some merchants are responsible for targeting the house?”

      “Not entirely. That doesn't fit. Merchants would want to sell these stones, and it seems like whoever is out there is coming after them.” She sat up. Could that be it? “What if the merchants were supposed to provide these stones to someone else who is now angry that Rosal took them?”

      That might make more sense.

      Her mind tried to chew through possibilities, but she kept running into barriers.

      She leaned back, turning to face the hearth. It amazed her how well Eva managed to keep the fire crackling even throughout the night. Maybe she woke up periodically to stoke it, throw more logs on it, but when Jayna had been awake, she’d never seen her doing it. Even last night, when Eva had been passed out in the chair, she hadn’t seen her come around to put any more logs in the fire. Yet the fire had blazed brightly the entire time she’d been sitting there with Topher.

      “Will you take Topher with you when you go searching for information today?” Jayna asked.

      “He won’t want to come with me.”

      Jayna smiled slightly. “I think you might be surprised.”

      “He shouldn’t come with me,” she said.

      “Should or shouldn’t, but I think he needs the distraction.” So did Eva, but Jayna wasn’t about to tell her that.

      “Fine. I’ll take him with me if that will make you happier.”

      “Very much so,” Jayna said with a chuckle.

      It might be better for them to be together, anyway. Otherwise, Topher might go looking for more information on Eva and uncover it. Jayna wanted to know more about Eva, but wanted to find out that information carefully. She wasn't a dragon like Topher thought, but Jayna did remain curious about the kind of magic Eva possessed.

      She got to her feet and headed to the kitchen, where she grabbed some bread and cheese to have a quick bite before heading out. She breathed in the humid air, trying to settle herself.

      She didn’t know what it was going to take for her to break into Rosal’s father’s home, or whether it would even be necessary. Maybe she could just go with Rosal to navigate through the home, but at the same time, she started to wonder if perhaps his father might be hiding something.

      Somebody like that, somebody with wealth, who had managed to stay in power as long as Rosal’s father had, would almost certainly have secrets.

      She wandered through the streets. It was early morning: The sun was shining, the humidity starting to rise, and there was a certain energy to the city itself. A vibrancy.

      She wandered toward the midnight market and looked at the remnants of the square in the daylight. The vendors had all removed the remains of their carts, and as Jayna walked through the plaza, she noticed sections of stone that had been burned; when she stepped upon them, they crumbled beneath her boots.

      What would happen if that kind of fire got out in the city? How much would burn if there wasn’t somebody there like Eva to contain it?

      She hoped Char would find answers in one of the spellbooks. If anybody could find something, it would be Char. They needed a strategy for stopping that kind of attack, and she feared that if they didn’t get the answer in time, there wouldn’t be a way to control it.

      She made her way through the courtyard, then followed the streets, distantly aware of the faint sensation of Rosal through the linking spell, which was already starting to fade. Hopefully by the end of the day, it would fade altogether, though maybe she shouldn’t let it vanish completely until this was all done. She might need to reactivate it periodically to ensure Jayna had some way of following him, especially given his role in all of this.

      Heading toward the central part of the city in the daylight was a very different experience than at night. The buildings emanated an even greater sense of awe. The scenery quickly transitioned from the smaller-scale buildings to the larger, three-story ones, all of them towering over the streets. The walls surrounding the buildings looked even more imposing in the daylight, which Jayna found a bit surprising. She would’ve thought they would be more intimidating at night, with the shadows around them.

      Some of the mansions had trees growing in their courtyards, and some had the aroma of flowers drifting out, much like Rosal’s family home did. Other mansions had guards who patrolled directly in front of them, and Jayna found herself hurrying past those guards, wishing she had some sort of spell that might conceal her as she neared them.

      How was she supposed to get to Rosal if there were this many guards watching?

      She would somehow have to get past the wall. It wasn’t difficult to climb over; last night, she had used a bit of magic to propel herself upward, jumping to reach the top, then scrambling over. In the daylight, though, there would be no way of doing so without being seen. She would have to either go through the main entrance, or time her ascent exquisitely so she didn’t run the risk of anyone observing her. That was going to be challenging. Maybe even beyond her abilities.

      The other possibility—one she didn’t know would even work—involved somehow pulling upon the power through the linking spell, and using that to connect to Rosal and to draw him out of the garden shed.

      As she neared Rosal’s family home, she slowed.

      A crowd had gathered outside of the home. It was an enormous courtyard, with a fountain flowing with water, and in the nighttime, Jayna hadn’t even paid attention to it. She’d been so focused on tracking the linking spell that she hadn’t paid any attention to where it was guiding her. Now that she was here, now that she could feel the energy, she didn’t need to focus on it, especially as she knew that Rosal was just on the other side of the wall, which the mansion—larger than any others nearby—loomed over. At night, it had seemed impressive, the mansion glowing with lights and so many windows, the shadows spreading out over the yard, and in the daylight, the pale white stone gleamed. It stood in sharp contrast to the dark stone she found in the rest of the city, and the ivy creeping up along the side of the stone lent it an aura of positive energy.

      She watched the crowd in the courtyard. Some of them were shouting, and most of them had their attention turned toward the home, as if angry at Rosal’s father.

      At one point, the gate opened, and a horse leading a wagon came rumbling out, flanked by soldiers on either side, before the gate closed once again. Jayna watched from a distance, trying to see who was inside the wagon. If this was Rosal’s father, then it might be a perfect opportunity, but she instead caught sight of an elegantly dressed woman with black hair, deeply tanned skin, and a flowery red gown inside the wagon.

      The woman looked out at the people as the soldiers pushed them back, keeping them away. Could that be Rosal’s mother?

      Jayna needed to find a way in.

      She headed to the wall and leaned against it, lingering there, feeling the sense of Rosal through it, and realized she wasn’t going to get a break from the soldiers patrolling in front of the home.

      She would need to find another way. Maybe she could create a bit of a distraction. She thought about the enchantments she had, but none of them would necessarily work.

      Maybe a spell, though.

      It didn’t have to be anything too exotic. All she needed was to divert the soldiers’ attention long enough so she could slip over the wall. She needed something she could either form or activate from where she stood.

      What would it be?

      She held up her hand, palm facing upward, and summoned power through the ring. The Toral ring magic could be mixed with sorcery—or it could be unleashed as a blast of power. That was what she needed now. As that cold power flowed into her, she let it explode gently outward, and it nudged one of the people shouting in the courtyard.

      It was an older man, and he leaned on a cane. When her slight burst of energy struck him in the shoulder, he turned to the man behind him, and he poked him in the chest with the cane.

      The other man shouted and shoved the older man.

      Jayna smiled to herself. She could create a little bit of confusion here.

      She held out the ring again and sent another burst of power out, shoving a woman in the back, who spun and slapped the man behind her.

      It didn’t take long before chaos had spread throughout the courtyard, which drew the soldiers’ attention.

      Jayna used the opportunity to jump, reaching the lower lip of the wall and hurriedly scrambling over it. Somebody pointed in her direction, but she was over before they had a chance to say anything or reveal her presence. Once in the garden, she hurried along the wall until she reached Rosal’s shed. The door was cracked, and she poked her head inside.

      “Rosal?”

      “Jayna,” he said with a sigh. “You made it. I wasn’t sure you would with the protest going on outside . . .”

      “Protest?”

      “Well, my father increased the merchant fees for the city.” He pulled open the door and stood there dressed in a black jacket and pants. “It wasn’t very popular, as you can imagine.”

      “You said he oversaw the merchant guild.”

      “He does. And he also controls the fees the merchant guild pays.” He shrugged.

      “Who just left your home?”

      “I didn’t see. I told you my father hasn’t let me into the house very often for the last few years.”

      “You had to have seen something,”

      “I think one of the lead merchants was here.”

      That was a merchant? They had seemed too wealthy to be a merchant.

      “Let's go talk to your father. We can find out what he knows, if anything, about the merchant who came through with the stones.” She couldn't believe how naïve Rosal could be. And here she blamed Topher for his childlike qualities, but at least he had an excuse. Rosal had none. Jayna only wished she had learned that about him when she'd first met him.

      “I don't know . . .”

      “Then I'm going inside. Alone.” Jayna wasn't above breaking in to get information—though it might make more sense to go and ask Rosal's father first.

      “You wouldn’t even know where to start,” Rosal said. “I might not have been in the house much over the last few years, but my father lives by a routine. He wouldn’t have changed that—or where he leaves things.”

      “Then come with me.”

      He looked over to the house, and she could see the conflicted expression on his face. He scratched his chin and rubbed the fingers on his other hand together. “I can talk to him. I don't know what he's going to tell me. He doesn't tell me much these days.”

      Jayna motioned for him to go, and he started off, though she could see his unease and the tension in his shoulders. What must it be like to be so afraid of one’s father? Jayna had never feared her parents. She was sad they were gone, but she had the sense from Rosal that he wouldn't necessarily feel the same way about his own parents.

      Rosal frowned before heading along the path toward the house.

      Jayna waited a moment, then followed him along the winding path leading up to the house. It was incredibly ornate. There were shrubs on either side, blocking out some of the light—many were sculpted, shaped into different creatures, like an eagle or a wolf, while others were simply neatly trimmed. The path itself was all cobblestone, making her feel as if she were walking on a completely paved road in the city. It wound slowly and steadily around, making its way toward the home, and included a few paths that branched off. She continued to follow him, sticking to the side of the path where the shrubs cast shadows, watching him from a distance. He moved slowly, almost as if he were hesitant, and never once bothered to look back at her.

      Finally, the path opened up, the shrubs on either side spread outward, and he hurried with a quickened step toward the main door of the home.

      Jayna stood behind Rosal as he hesitated in front of the door.

      She nudged him. “Go on,” she said.

      He started to reach for the handle of the door just as it came open. An older, gray-haired man dressed in white stood on the other side. Jayna had a hard time thinking that was Rosal's father. A servant, then.

      “Master Rosal. I will let your father know you have come.”

      Rosal blinked before bobbing his head in a quick nod. “Thank you, Gilles.”

      The older man closed the door on them.

      “Your father won't even let you in?” Jayna asked.

      Rosal didn't look over to her, but he flushed. “I have to make my way.”

      He didn't say anything and they stood at the door for what seemed like at least ten minutes.

      When the door opened again, she caught sight of a large, handsome man, with the same enchanting eyes as Rosal, though a bit grayer at the temples. He glanced at Jayna for a moment before dismissing her and turning his attention to Rosal.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “I wanted to show you something,” Rosal said, hesitation in his voice.

      “I don't have time for games, Rosal. The guild is busy enough with current activities.”

      Rosal nodded hurriedly. “I know. I've heard. I just want to show you something.” He held out one of his modified enchantments. “I found something. It could be valuable.”

      “Show me.”

      Rosal's father had a deep, commanding voice, anger edged within it.

      Rosal blanched, fumbling with the enchantment.

      While he did, Jayna realized something: He had the wrong one.

      She shook her head. It wasn't one of his new, augmented enchantments. This was one of his old ones. She tried to say something, but sparks sputtered from the enchantment.

      Rosal's father watched him for a few moments before silently turning around, heading back into the house, and closing the door behind him.

      Rosal stared at the enchantment in his hand. “Oh. I think I have the wrong one.”

      Jayna snorted. “I guess we aren't going to get answers that way.”

      “I’ll try again later.” Rosal said, turning away and starting back toward the garden house.

      He didn't even look back at Jayna.

      She wasn't about to miss out on her opportunity. If there was something in his father’s records, she needed to know.

      And it wouldn't hurt to just take a look. She didn't know where Rosal's father might keep things like that, but her brother had taught her how to search. She could put those talents into practice.

      She darted the opposite way along the house, moving away from the main entrance, and reached the door near the far side. When she was there, she paused. It looked to be a servants’ entrance, though nobody else was here. She pulled it open just a little bit, poking her head inside, and didn’t see any movement. It led into a narrow hallway, and two enchanted lanterns hung on the walls, creating light down the length of the hall.

      She stepped inside and headed down the hall, which smelled of flowers, and as she ran her hand along the smooth-paneled wood surface of the wall, she found the reason for that. A vase rested on the table, a cluster of a dozen roses of different colors—red, yellow, and pink—filling the vase. She breathed in their scent before hurrying along the hall until it reached a wider passageway, then a wide staircase that headed up to one of the upper levels.

      Jayna looked along the hall. She could make out the darkened forms of Rosal and his father standing in the doorway, neither of them speaking loudly enough for her to hear, but she had to wonder if perhaps Rosal had won his father over. If so, maybe they could use that accomplishment to help them find the merchant more easily.

      Jayna was tempted to wait, but detected energy up above, high overhead.

      She climbed the stairs carefully.

      As she did, she started reaching for the power within the ring, knowing she might need it. If anybody were to come across her now, she had little doubt she was going to have to fight her way out. Worse, it was going to involve demonstrating power inside of the home—the kind of power she didn’t necessarily want to reveal. It would involve attacking Rosal’s father and his men.

      When she reached the landing, she paused. A gleaming tile floor greeted her. A dozen or more different enchanted lanterns lit the hallway, glowing with a steady light, the script around their base signaling the enchanter responsible for creating them. Large arched doors were closed along the hall, but there was something here she could feel.

      She wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but there was some aspect to it that called to her, compelling her forward.

      Jayna moved slowly and carefully, heading along the hallway until she reached a door where she detected power. On the other side of the door was what had drawn her forward. There was no movement in the hall, nothing here that suggested anybody was even aware of her presence.

      She didn’t need to chase magic, but there might be something useful to what she had detected.

      The door itself was no different from the others—ornately carved, the oak standing in a relief of symbols and shapes—and she ran her hand along the surface of it, pushing out with a hint of sorcery.

      There was an enchantment within it, potent enough that she could feel it even without trying to trigger it. She had to be careful with this door. Maybe that was all she’d detected in the first place.

      Jayna didn’t think so though. Whatever was here had to be more than just the power of the door itself. Whatever was here was on the other side, and it wasn’t magical in the way an enchantment was magical. It wasn’t sorcery either.

      She tested the door. It was unlocked.

      She pushed it open.

      It was a massive study. Bookshelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling, hundreds upon hundreds of books filling their shelves. An enormous desk occupied the center of the room, and upon the desk were stacks of paper, another enchanted lantern, and a lacquered box, which reminded her of the one Rosal had in his home on the hearth.

      Why would he have that?

      It was an excessive display of wealth. Not only were the books valuable, but she couldn’t imagine what it would’ve cost to have furnished the room. A hint of gold gilding worked around the desk itself, tracing along the frame in an elaborate looping pattern of lines. Even that was probably some sort of an enchantment.

      Jayna approached carefully, probing outward with a hint of power, using the ring to detect whether there was any sort of energy she needed to be careful with, but she didn’t feel anything beyond the underlying sense that there had to be an enchantment here.

      She stopped at the desk, looking down at the papers. If he had anything about the merchant guild, it would have to be here, wouldn’t it?

      Which meant Rosal and his father might be coming this way.

      There was still something Jayna felt in this room, and now that she was here, she was even more aware of it. She looked at the lacquered box. When she tried to open it, it resisted her.

      It was locked.

      She traced a quick detection pattern on its surface. Nothing complicated. She only wanted to determine whether there was any sorcery or magic used in it.

      Her pattern reflected back at her.

      There was something in it.

      Sorcery wasn't going to open it though.

      She started to reach for the power of the Toral ring, painful cold beginning to work up her arm as she did, and she sent it in a trickle into the box.

      She could feel the magical resistance within it and pushed past it. It was like tripping a switch. As soon as she did, she heard a soft hiss of air, and the box opened slightly. She flipped it open all the way.

      Inside was an enormous stone, much like the one Rosal had.

      It was a luminescent red with a trace of maroon around it, and flecks of black and gray inside the crystalline structure. She held it up to the light coming in through the window, and it glowed a blood-red color.

      Jayna wasn’t about to leave this behind.

      They were dangerous. Too dangerous.

      If this stone were the reason others had attacked, to practically burn down the city, she couldn’t leave it. Maybe there were others who were also interested in it throughout the city as well.

      She turned and looked around the room just as she felt the steady tension along her skin that suggested the use of magic nearby.

      Jayna closed the box and tucked it under her arm, looking around the inside of the office. She couldn’t linger here too much longer. Whoever was coming had considerable power. It might not even be sorcery. The energy in this place may not be anything more than enchantments, but even they could be potent. She was all too aware of how that power radiated around her, the pressure building.

      She reached the door, pulling it open just a crack.

      A dark-haired man with a sharp jawline strode toward her. He was dressed in a formal jacket and pants, and had a thick beard covering his chin.

      Rosal’s father. It had to be.

      Jayna turned to the window. That was the only way she could escape. She ducked behind the desk, tested the window, and tried to yank it open, but couldn’t get it to come up. She jerked on the window again, forcing it up, and with a soft creaking, the window rose.

      Another burst of power came. She didn’t have much time at all.

      She slipped out the window, pulling it back down, then crawled along the ledge of the roof, looking down into the garden far below. At a minimum, the drop would break something if it didn’t kill her.

      Now how was she supposed to get out of here?
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      She crept along the ledge, close to the windowsill, and stared down into the garden. There was no movement there, though she suspected there were soldiers on the patrol, the way there had been when she had attempted to approach the home. She searched for movement, anything that would tell her where the soldiers had gone, but she didn’t see anything.

      As she looked down upon the grounds, she realized the garden itself had a pattern to it. The paths had a certain structure to them. She had seen a pattern like that before.

      It wasn’t just a pattern. It was an enchantment.

      What sort of powerful enchantment was placed on the grounds of the home?

      More than that, who was powerful enough to place an enchantment like that?

      It would have to have some sort of purpose, but she didn’t know what.

      She was tempted to trigger it, but hesitated. Triggering an enchantment this large would be potentially dangerous. Jayna didn’t want to run the risk, and certainly didn’t want to find out firsthand what damage it might cause by simply attempting to explore it.

      Instead, she only marveled at it, studying the enchantment, trying to lock it into her mind. She could investigate further later. For now, she needed to get down from the wall.

      And then . . .

      Then she had to escape from Rosal’s father’s home.

      She reached the edge of the home. From here, she thought she might be able to—

      A spell struck her, something like a fist of wind slamming into her, nearly tossing her off of the ledge.

      Jayna held on tightly to the windowsill and swung for a moment, afraid she would lose her grasp on the lacquered box holding the stone. Her boots barely allowed her to grip the ledge, and she almost teetered and fell. She thought she might be able to create enough of a spell in the meantime to cushion her blow, but as she faltered just a bit, she reached out and grabbed for the ivy lining the house. Jayna scrambled, getting a grip with her free hand, and started to slip.

      Something ripped into her hand.

      The ivy had thorns on it.

      She bit back a cry and pushed out through the ring with a hint of power, encasing herself in a shell of energy, and squeezed. By using the power that way, she could hold on to the ivy, and she scrambled down it until she dropped to the ground and looked up at the house.

      A figure stood in the window where she had escaped, watching her. Rosal's father would know it was Jayna.

      Had she just gotten Rosal into more trouble?

      She would have to think about that later and apologize to him.

      For now, she had to get moving.

      She raced through the garden, not willing to stay there any longer. She was concerned Rosal’s father would decide to chase her out, and she wasn’t interested in sticking around for that possibility, even if he were to only do it for show.

      More than that, she had the box with the stone, and she needed to get out of there with it. She hadn’t discovered anything about the merchants—even though that had been her whole purpose in coming to the house—but she hadn’t blown it completely. She had uncovered another one of these strange stones.

      One in Rosal's father's office.

      That couldn't be a coincidence.

      How was he involved?

      She had thought perhaps the merchants had brought the stones to the city to sell to somebody with money. What if they had intended to sell them to Rosal's father all along? He was the head of the merchant guild, after all.

      Figures in the garden caught her attention.

      Soldiers.

      She braced herself, reaching through the power of the ring, wrapping that energy around her, and ran toward the wall. As soon as she got there, she trailed along it, looking for a section where she could possibly throw herself over the ledge and to safety.

      Jayna hurried, but didn’t see any optimal place to jump. She would have to risk it.

      She pushed off the wall with the power of the ring, letting it carry her up, and scrambled to grab the lower ledge of the wall. When she had a handhold, she climbed up a little bit higher. At the top of the wall, she paused.

      The wall wasn’t very high, but it did give her a vantage to look over the grounds. There were half a dozen soldiers, all of them armed with mail and swords . . . one of them pointing a crossbow at her.

      She rolled, dropping to the street.

      Something whizzed over her head, barely missing where she’d been.

      Considering she’d been struck by a crossbow not all that long ago, Jayna had no interest in enduring another hit. She started running, scrambling along the street, darting down the next intersecting street, and only slowed when she neared a part of the city where the buildings didn’t rise quite as high as they had in Rosal’s father’s section.

      The transition was easy to pinpoint: In addition to the shorter buildings, the walls were dirtier and covered in glowing moss. She looked behind her. She could still feel Rosal as she used the linking spell.

      She couldn’t leave him behind.

      She circled back, but she came at the mansion from a different direction. She looped through the various merchants’ quarters, passing wagon caravans that headed to the city and made her hesitate. If there was another way to find the merchant, she wouldn’t need Rosal.

      She found the courtyard still filled with protesters. The fountain flowed, shaped into some sort of sculpture she suspected was also an enchantment. Considering what she’d seen at the mansion, and the way the grounds themselves had formed an enchantment, she started to wonder whether everything within these manor houses was some sort of enchantment. It would certainly explain how fortified they were.

      Jayna approached the fountain slowly and looked at the water spilling out of it. The fountain was shaped into something like a child, with one finger pointed up toward the sky and the other hand stretched outward. Water spilled out from the hand and down into the fountain, then circled back around. It was definitely another enchantment, and whoever had created it would’ve had considerable power in order to etch out the detail of the child. Two of the protesters splashed in the water, stomping through it, and shouted at the mansion.

      

      Jayna turned her attention to the home. The gate was closed, and standing within the crowd from this angle, she could see the movement inside of the walls. There were soldiers patrolling, moving quickly through the yard, as if looking for where she had gone.

      How long would it be before Rosal's father went after him for what Jayna had done?

      She could feel him through the linking spell. Maybe she could do something to help—or to warn him, at least.

      Jayna pushed a bit of power through the linking spell, and there came a faint twinge of energy as she tried to use it to call him.

      She waited. It was different from when she had triggered the linking spell with Char. In that case, the spell had stayed buried within her, and there was some activity to it that felt familiar, some part of it she thought she could recognize. In this case, however, there was nothing.

      No reverberation. No echoing. No sense of recognition.

      Probably because Rosal didn’t know the linking spell quite as well as Char did. Or maybe it was because Char had a hand in creating the linking spell.

      Either way, she waited, but there was nothing to suggest he was aware of her.

      She tried another approach.

      She focused on the linking spell again and sent another burst of power out through it, wrapping energy around it in a way she thought might be enough to gather his attention. This time, she could feel it twinge a bit more, a soft shimmer of power, then it faded.

      Where was he?

      Something had changed.

      He was either not on the grounds anymore, or she just wasn’t aware of him the way she should have been.

      Jayna looked along the street. Had his father brought him out?

      If so, it would be her fault.

      The linking spell faded to the point where she couldn’t detect anything anymore. Jayna waited, but Rosal didn’t emerge from the home. She’d have to find him later.

      She made her way toward Rosal’s father’s home, and once again started to have the feeling that somebody tracked her through the streets.

      For a moment, Jayna wasn’t sure if it was only her imagination, but the farther she went, the more certain she was that somebody followed her. Considering she had just infiltrated the home of one of the wealthier men in the city, she needed to be more careful. Jayna moved cautiously, switching to a side street, and then began to double back.

      It was a technique her brother had taught her.

      There were not too many lessons Jonathan had provided that had proven useful in the Academy. Most of the things Jonathan wanted her to learn had dealt with how to avoid detection, sneaking along the streets, and how to find out if somebody followed her. Doubling back provided her the opportunity to look along the street, to search for signs of anyone unusual and see if they were paying her any extra attention. She didn’t see anybody, but she still had a feeling something was there.

      She turned a corner.

      That feeling never left her.

      She hurried along the street and paused once again, turning into an alley, and from there, she slipped into the darkness. After waiting awhile, there was nothing.

      Maybe it was only her imagination.

      Jayna started forward as a shuffling came behind her. She spun, holding her hand up and twisting it, when a soft laugh echoed from the darkness.

      “You still have some of his old tricks, don’t you?”

      “Matthew?”

      He stepped forward, and she lowered her hand to see him pulling his hood down, revealing his face. “You are difficult to follow.”

      “What are you doing following me?”

      “I saw you out there.”

      “You saw me out where?”

      “Out at the protest.”

      Jayna frowned. “You saw me there?” She hadn’t seen him, despite surveying the crowd, which left her concerned she hadn’t been paying close enough attention. She was distracted, and distraction was dangerous in this type of work—especially with the kind of power she’d been using.

      “I saw you, but I wasn’t expecting to see you there. Where are the other sorcerers?”

      Jayna tensed. There it was. The question she’d been trying to avoid from Matthew when she had first seen him. She didn’t have any way of refuting it.

      “They’re busy with other parts of their responsibility.”

      He smiled at her. “What does the Society care about a protest over merchant taxes?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that,” she said.

      “Let me tell you what I think,” Matthew said. “The Society doesn’t care for the fact the dular lead in this city.”

      Jayna frowned. She didn’t know, but maybe that was the case. “What were you doing there?”

      “I was following the money.”

      “The money. What job are you going to pull here?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.” He repeated Jayna’s own words to her. “If I tell you, then you’ll somehow try to get involved, and knowing the Society, it will find me at the wrong end of things.”

      “How well do you know the Society?”

      Matthew smiled at her. “Well enough.”

      She waited for him to expand on that, but he didn’t.

      “Why are you following me? Again,” she said.

      “Consider it curiosity.”

      “It’s more than just curiosity,” she said.

      Matthew leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “You’re like my little sister, Jayna. I guess I felt a bit of guilt at not having offered you my help after your brother disappeared. I still feel guilty about that.”

      “You don’t need to feel guilty. But you should feel guilty about not helping him.”

      “I’ve been helping him as best as I can.”

      “You told me the other day you weren’t doing anything for him.”

      “There isn’t so much I can do for him. He knows that,” Matthew said.

      “If you figure out what happened, if it’s prison . . .” Matthew arched a brow, suggesting how he felt about that. “Then if you learn which prison he’s in, you could let me know. And I still want to know if you hear anything about Gabranth.”

      She was pushing more than she intended, but at this point, she didn't care. She wanted to know what Matthew might be able to learn.

      “There isn’t anything you can do,” he said. “The Society has influence, but there are limits to their influence, especially when it comes to that.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “What it means is that even the Society cannot get too deeply involved in the rule of law. The Society serves as advisors, nothing else.”

      Jayna sniffed, shaking her head. In her experience, the Society served as more than just advisors, but perhaps Matthew hadn’t seen that. Had she not left her role at the Academy, Jayna might not have seen that either. It was only through her travels and experiences that she had come to realize the Society had a much greater hand in ruling throughout the kingdom. They had likely been guiding events in other kingdoms as well.

      “Like I said, if you figure out which prison he’s in, I want you to send word to me.”

      “How?”

      “Through any outpost. Address it to Char.”

      He frowned at her. “Char?”

      She shrugged. “I couldn’t really use my name when I went to the Academy, could I? Not with my brother being who he was.”

      Matthew pressed his mouth together, frowning deeply. “I suppose not. I guess I hadn’t considered that before.”

      “Jonathan didn’t make it very easy on me, though he never really considered that either, did he?”

      “He always worried about you, Jayna.”

      “He might’ve worried about me, but he never cared. Not particularly.”

      “You know that’s not true.”

      Jayna shook her head. “I need to get going.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “About what?”

      “About what you were doing there. What were you doing at that protest?”

      “Nothing.”

      “And I suppose that nothing is the same nothing the individual I saw scaling the wall outside of the house was doing?”

      Jayna clenched her fists, already starting to call upon the ring, the Toral power within it, as she looked over at Matthew. “I don’t know what you saw.”

      “I think you should be careful,” he said. “I don’t know what you’re involved in, or why the Society would be sneaking into one of the dular homes, but it’s dangerous. The dular are dangerous. I’ve been looking into things here as much as I can, and have learned about the rule here. They tend to be ruthless.”

      “Every city has ruthless rulers,” Jayna said.

      “Maybe, but this is different.” He shook his head. “Just be careful.”

      “Are you going to keep following me?”

      “I wouldn’t have had you not appeared.”

      “Good. I don’t think you want to get involved in this.”

      “Why not?”

      She certainly didn’t need Matthew tracking her as she tried to finish this job, but she wouldn’t put it past him to feel like he had to offer her some sort of protection anyway. “There’s a danger in the city.”

      He started to smile. “Well, I’m sure the Sorcerers’ Society can handle that.”

      “You would think so,” she said.

      “Why do I get the feeling that whatever danger you’re going on about involves something different?”

      “You just be careful too. And if you see one of these,” she said, grabbing the stone out of her pocket and holding it up, “you need to send word to me. It’s important, Matthew. Don’t steal it.”

      Matthew leaned forward, studying it, and he sucked in a sharp breath. “That’s a bloodstone.”

      “A what?”

      “Where did you get that?”

      “What do you know about it?”

      She had to choose her words carefully here. It was a dance, a game. With somebody like Matthew, somebody clever and street smart, she would have to play the game the way he would expect, the way her brother would’ve expected.

      And this might be the very reason he was in the city in the first place.

      “Those are dangerous, Jayna. You shouldn’t even have them. Hell, they shouldn’t even be in the city like this.”

      “Why are they dangerous?”

      “You don’t know?” Matthew leaned back and started shaking his head. “Oh, gods. I can’t believe the Society would be so foolish as to get involved in something they don’t know anything about.”

      “How do you know about it?”

      “I have my ways,” Matthew said.

      Jayna leaned forward, and she jabbed him in the chest. “If you know something, Matthew Veran, you need to tell me what it is.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’m going to make sure the Society keeps an eye out for you. They’ll monitor you so closely that you won’t be able to operate anywhere. I’ll send word that you’re a known associate of Jonathan Aguelon. Is that what you want?”

      “Jayna . . .”

      “Don’t challenge me on this, Matthew. I need to know what you know.”

      “What are you doing looking for information about it?”

      “I’m trying to understand what it is,” Jayna said.

      “What do you already know about it?” Matthew asked.

      “Nope,” Jayna said. “That’s not how this is going to go. You’re going to tell me what you know, then I’ll tell you what I know if I need to.”

      “If you want me to share information with you, I’m going to need your side first.”

      “The only reason I’m after this is because there have been a series of dangerous explosions in the city tied to this bloodstone,” Jayna said. “I’ve been trying to prevent a greater attack from taking place, but if I’m not fast enough gathering information, there will be another.”

      “Those occurred because of bloodstone?” he asked.

      “You heard about it?”

      “I knew there was an explosion. Everybody working in the city knew about it. The market was destroyed.”

      “I know. I was there.”

      “Wait. You were at the midnight market?” He frowned. “Then the Society showed up. I wondered what the Society was doing getting involved in the midnight market.”

      “I’m trying to keep something dangerous from happening,” she said.

      “I would believe that more easily if I could trust the Society.”

      “Then don’t trust the Society. Trust me.”

      Matthew regarded her for a moment, then started shaking his head slowly. “I heard about the explosion in the market. Based on the stories, there were a couple of people who died in the blast.”

      “That’s just the stories.”

      “Why? Didn’t it happen that way?”

      “It’s been my experience that stories have a way of getting out of hand.”

      “I suppose that’s true enough. There were rumors that several of the older enchanters were killed by a blast. I’m not as plugged into that side of the world as I am in some others, so I don’t know with any certainty what exactly happened, but it fits, especially if there’s bloodstone involved.”

      “What can you tell me about it?”

      “It’s an ancient stone, as you probably know.” Matthew watched her, as if waiting for confirmation that she did know what he was telling her. “And it doesn’t need an enchantment. It has its own power inside. It’s almost as if the stone itself is bound with power, something to give it the magic within it.”

      “What would happen if it were used for an enchantment?”

      The dular could certainly add power to it and make it even more impressive.

      What would happen if someone within the Sorcerers' Society used it in an enchantment?

      Why were the stones here?

      Matthew watched her for a moment. “Is that what happened?”

      “Maybe.”

      Matthew whistled. “Shit. Something like that would be violent. Explosive. I can’t even imagine what that would end up being like.”

      “It sounds like you can imagine it.”

      “Well, I can, but that doesn’t mean I want to. Who would have been foolish enough to place an enchantment on bloodstone?”

      “Somebody who doesn’t know better,” she said.

      “You know, when I saw you the last time, I talked about there being powers in the world,” he said.

      “You did,” she said.

      “Not too many people know about those powers. If they do, they don’t really care. Most people think about sorcery, or the dular, or even the El’aras.” He shook his head. “What they don’t think about are some of the more ancient powers.”

      “What ancient powers do you know about?”

      “More than I care to,” he said. He backed down the alley, moving away from her. “Be careful,” he said.

      “Will you tell me if you find any word about these stones?”

      “I can tell you what I find, but I don’t know if it’s going to help.”

      “I’m trying to keep them out of the hands of others who will use them in a dangerous way.”

      “There is no safe way to use one of those stones,” he said. “Your best bet is to destroy it.”

      “Can it be destroyed?”

      “Anything can be destroyed.”

      Jayna watched him, trying to decide what she might say, before shaking her head. “Send word.”

      “To the outpost?”

      “To the Wicked Pint.”

      Matthew frowned, but nodded once before slipping away down the alley, leaving her alone, watching where he’d been.

      She squeezed the bloodstone, and when she did, she noticed a bit of power flowing in it, a hint of energy, and knew Matthew was right. The bloodstone did have power, and wherever it came from, whatever it was, she had to find a way to keep it out of the hands of those who would use it for darker purposes.

      She didn’t know if she could destroy it though.

      Surprisingly, it didn't take much for her to think of ways she could use that kind of power. With what she had to deal with, how Ceran intended to use her, she might need to.

      She might need something like the bloodstone and the power it possessed to successfully stop the darkness, if that’s what it came down to.
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      Jayna found Eva sitting in the living room, staring at the fire, her hands clasped over her lap, and for the first time in a while, no bottle or glass of wine resting near her. Topher moved in the kitchen, making preparations and flashing a grin at Jayna as she entered.

      “Did you find anything?” Jayna asked Topher.

      “Not much. You wouldn’t believe some of the places Eva knows about. She brought me all over the city, and some of those shops are terrifying.” He laughed as he said it, which left her thinking that whatever supposedly terrified him hadn’t really been so frightening. “Some of them have really interesting items. I think if I can regain some of my ability, I’d have a place to sell my wares and wouldn’t need to go into the market.”

      Jayna nodded slowly and took a seat across from Eva. She pulled the bloodstone out of her pocket and held it in the palm of her hand.

      “Have you ever heard of a bloodstone?”

      Eva looked at the massive stone she had stolen from Rosal’s father’s home. In the firelight, it seemed to glisten, catching the reflected light, practically glowing with some internal energy that radiated outward. “You decided upon a name?”

      “I ran into an old friend of mine—well, an old friend of my brother’s—and he knew about it. He calls it a bloodstone. He says it’s one of the ancient powers.”

      Eva shook her head. “It seems like it should be familiar, but . . .”

      “I just thought I’d ask.”

      “You thought you’d ask me?”

      “You have a different kind of knowledge than I do,” Jayna said. “Sometimes, at least—when you remember it.”

      Eva sniffed and turned her attention back to the flames. “I didn’t learn anything in the city about any of these enchantments. Or that bloodstone. That’s what you wanted me to do, isn’t it?”

      “I think we need to find something,” Jayna said. “There has to be some activity here.”

      They would have to draw out those willing to attack because of the bloodstone.

      “None of the contacts I have know anything.”

      “Then we’re going to have to look beyond your contacts.”

      Eva leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest, and stared at the crackling flames.

      Jayna got up, heading to the kitchen, and looked over to Topher. “You need to go back to the dular. We have to figure out who was responsible for bringing these into the city.”

      “Is there anything in particular you want me to ask them about?”

      “You’ll have to be careful. If my friend is right, then this is incredibly valuable—and dangerous. There might be some who know about them and will do anything to get one.”

      “So you don’t want me to take one with me,” Topher said, grinning.

      “If you were to take one with you, you’d become a target.”

      “That’s why I asked,” he said, laughing again. “I figured as much.” He offered her a tray filled with sliced meats, cheeses, and bread. “I figured you were hungry. Well, I figured Eva was hungry, and since you came back, I thought I could help you, too. The two of you often get caught up in what you’re doing and forget to eat. You buy things on the street, and you never know the quality of that food.”

      “This isn’t from the street?” she asked.

      “Well, it is, but I found higher-quality sources.”

      She took a seat at the table, resting her elbows on it, and rubbed her hands together. She needed answers, but wasn’t exactly sure where to go for them. As far as she could tell, everything was connected. The merchant Rosal had stolen from. The bloodstone. The men who’d attacked him. Even the fear Ceran had of somebody coming to the city and orchestrating another attack that would lead to a release of one of the twelve followers of Sarenoth. Everything seemed interrelated.

      “I’m going to have to go to each of the merchants,” she muttered to herself.

      “What was that?” Topher asked.

      She looked up at him, holding his gaze, before shaking her head. “Nothing. Why don’t you check with the dular, see what you can find, and meet me back at the Wicked Pint later this evening?”

      “What about Eva?”

      “Seeing as how you went with her earlier today, maybe she’d be willing to go with you this time.”

      Eva stared at the fire and didn’t look up. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “You can’t just stay here and drink all afternoon.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Not if you don’t want me to break all of your remaining wine bottles.”

      She looked over, glaring at Jayna. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I would dare, and you know it. Just go with Topher. Keep him safe.” She looked up at Topher, winking. He smiled at her. “The two of you can cover more ground, and probably find more information than either of you can on your own. All I need is to get a little bit of a lead. If we can figure out who knows something about the bloodstone, then we can track down where it came from, and who might be targeting us.”

      “They’re not targeting us,” Eva said, turning her attention back to the fire. “They’re targeting that young man you brought here.”

      She needed to talk to Rosal and find out what he knew.

      “They’re only targeting him because they think he has more bloodstone.”

      “Then convince them you have more of the bloodstone.”

      Jayna frowned. Maybe that would be what they would need to do, but not yet.

      She was still convinced she could find information. She needed to know which of the merchants had brought bloodstone into the city. Then she had to discover whether those merchants were responsible for the attacks.

      She grabbed a few more pieces of meat and cheese off the tray, stuffing some bread into her mouth, and chewed while contemplating. “I’m going back out.”

      “You just got here,” Topher said.

      “I shouldn’t stay. If you can check with the dular, I’m going to check with the merchants, and like I said, we can meet back up.”

      She cast a long look at Eva, worried she was going to linger here, but Topher made a motion for her to leave.

      Maybe he really could prompt Eva to go. He’d gone with her before, after all, and regardless of Eva’s frustrations, she’d tolerated Topher.

      Jayna closed the door and veered toward the perimeter of the city. Finding the merchant section should be a relatively straightforward task, but once she did, how was she going to find information about the bloodstone?

      She paused for a moment, focusing on the Toral ring. She hadn't pushed power out through it to try to signal to Ceran in quite a while, but perhaps that was a mistake. Given what she had uncovered, and how power might be used by the twelve followers Ceran wanted her to watch for, he should know.

      But as she attempted to push power through the ring, there was nothing. No response. Maybe Ceran would respond later. She had to hope he would.

      She closed her eyes, squeezing the bloodstone, pushing power out from her, then used the dragon stone ring to direct her. There had been a bit of reverberation in the ring, and this time, it came to her more clearly than before.

      Jayna slowed as she reached the merchant section. It was closer to the eastern side of the city, the opposite side of the forest, and facing the main part of the kingdom. From here, the main road led back to the capital, but not far from here in the other direction, it reached a river, and she could travel to Dron or Birin or any of a dozen smaller cities that surrounded the kingdom.

      The merchants in this part of the city were set up in large caravans, and most of them had come through here at one point or another, setting up their wagon train, either to trade or prepare for departure. Many caravans were crammed into the narrow road, making it difficult to escape. Jayna weaved through and squeezed past them, moving as quickly as she could, while also pressing out through the dragon stone ring, feeling for the pressure that would suggest some hint of power coming from the bloodstone.

      Jayna found one merchant lowering the windows of his wagons, and she headed over to him. He had a pointy, black mustache, dark hair, and a forest-green hat tipped forward on his head.

      “Excuse me,” she asked, getting close to him. “I have—”

      “I’m not trading any longer,” he said.

      “It’s not a question about your trade, but a question about those who’ve been trading around you.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at her, frowning. “What do you want?”

      “I’m looking for a merchant who had a specific item with them.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t help you. I’ve only been in the city for the last week. I’m getting ready to head out, making my way to Mostern.”

      “That’s a long journey,” Jayna said.

      “Long enough. And now that my wagons are ready, it’s time for me to depart.”

      “I just wondered if you might have seen anything like this.” She reached into her pocket, pulling out the smaller of the two bloodstones she had on her.

      She held it out, and the merchant leaned toward her, frowning for a moment, before leaning back and shaking his head. “Can’t say that I’ve seen it.”

      “Nothing like it?”

      “That’s what I said. Now, if you don’t mind . . .”

      She moved past him.

      She pressed outward, using a hint of power, testing his wagons. She swept the energy of the dragon stone ring through the wagons, probing for any energy she might feel echoing and reverberating within her, but didn’t detect anything.

      Either he truly didn’t have any of the bloodstone, or it was hidden from her.

      At this point, Jayna didn’t know if she could move quickly enough. Working her way through here and testing each of the wagons was going to take time, and they might leave before she finished.

      Even if she tested each of them, would she be satisfied with what she uncovered?

      She had no idea if she was going to find the answers she needed. All she knew was that a merchant had the bloodstone.

      She needed Rosal with her.

      She focused on the faded linking spell. There might not be much of a connection remaining. Surprisingly, it was still buried there deep in her mind. She pushed a bit more power through it, solidifying the linking spell until she was certain it would hold. Jayna plucked, tugging, hoping she could draw some energy to her, then released.

      She moved on to the next wagon and didn’t see any merchants, but pushed out with a hint of power through the dragon stone ring, using it the same way she had with the last wagon.

      Strangely, something changed. It took her a moment to realize what it was.

      The linking spell.

      Rosal was getting closer.

      She backed away to the edge of the street and waited. It didn’t take long until he arrived, dressed in a black jacket and pants, moving quickly and directly toward her.

      He grinned widely when he saw her. “Jayna?”

      “How did you find me?” she asked.

      “I had the sudden urge to get over here. I didn’t know what it was, but it was like I could feel something.” He arched a brow at her. “I imagine that was you?”

      She nodded. “The linking spell I placed on you.”

      “I thought that was how you’d find me.”

      “Apparently, it allows me to alert you, too.” She looked at the wagons. “I need you to tell me if any of these wagons remind you of the one where you had . . . borrowed . . . the stones.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve already come through here.”

      “What?”

      “Didn’t I tell you that?”

      “No. I think I would’ve remembered had you told me.”

      “I’m sorry. I should have made that clear. I thought I might find the caravan again. I wanted to repay them.” He shrugged. “At least, I wanted to have a chance to repay them. The wagon was dingy, small, and it had a strange crescent moon symbol surrounded by three dots and a circle. I went looking for it, but I think they were already gone. And I thought . . .”

      She frowned at him. “You thought you might be able to either buy or steal the rest?”

      “It wasn’t quite like that,” he said.

      Jayna frowned at him. “What was it like, then?”

      He shook his head. “Did you really break into my father’s house?”

      She glowered at him. “Why?”

      “He said some sorcerer had broken in. He’s using that to blame the Society for the merchant tax.” Rosal shook his head, but there was a hint of a smile on his face.

      The tax. That explained why the merchants were leaving.

      Here she’d thought they were leaving because some wagons had been destroyed.

      “I found something in his office,” she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out the other bloodstone. “He had this in a box. I have a friend who knows something about these stones. He warned me that this was dangerous to place an enchantment on.”

      “That's what I found when I went back to the wagon. Boxes like that.” Rosal shrugged. “Maybe my father found the merchant as well. Don't worry about it. Maybe whoever told you it was dangerous to use the stone for an enchantment just wanted it for themselves.”

      “Not this person. Listen, Rosal. I know you don’t think this is anything to be concerned about, but this is dangerous.”

      “Well, even if it is, there isn’t anything we can do about it. I thought I might find more of it, but the supply seems to have dried up.” He laughed bitterly. “It’s too bad, too. My father was impressed. He says we might have finally found the key to me coming back to the house.”

      “That’s what this is all about for you?”

      “You saw where I was staying.”

      “Yeah, but it wasn’t like it was a shithole.”

      He frowned at her choice of words. “Maybe not, but I just want to get back into my house. I want to get back into the family. I just want to get back to—”

      “Your wealth.”

      Jayna shook her head. When she had first met Rosal in the tavern, she had found him entertaining. And in the time since then, she had started to pity him, if only a little bit. When she had learned about what his parents wanted for him, those feelings had shifted into something more pitying. If this was the person he was, if all he cared about was wealth and getting back into his family’s home, then maybe all of that pity had been a mistake.

      “You don’t understand,” Rosal protested.

      “I understand well enough. I understand you value what you can make, but you’ve also lost sight of what’s going on here.”

      “I haven’t. I know there are people after me who want this stone. I went back after . . . well, after you broke in. I found the right enchantment. He loved it. Now my father has agreed to help.”

      “He has.”

      He flashed a smile. “Isn’t that great?”

      Jayna studied him. “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, he’s agreed that if it does allow me to make enchantments like that, it would be incredibly valuable . . . but maybe not so much in Nelar. The people here tend to be a bit frugal, but he can see the king himself wanting enchantments like that. He thinks I might be able to move this to the capital, and from there . . .”

      “How can you be so naïve?”

      “I'm not—”

      “Do you really think your father is telling you the whole truth? He just wants to corner the market for the stones. Maybe even find more powerful dular than you to work their enchantments on them.” That was what she had feared. That was what she would do. And it would be the only reason his father would have a stone in his office like that. Jayna shook her head. “You don’t even understand what’s going on here, do you?”

      “What?”

      “They might not even be merchants.”

      “What are you saying? Of course they were merchants. I came across them here in the merchant section. I saw the stones. I realized they might give me an opportunity to use them as a substrate, and I—”

      “You stole from them,” Jayna said, shaking her head. “And that’s the entire problem. They might not even be merchants.” Though Rosal had bought the bloodstone initially. Why would someone have sold that to him unless they were a merchant? Could they have wanted the violence in the city?

      “What else would they be?”

      “That’s what I have yet to determine.”

      “Well, my father has still agreed to help. He’s committed to pay whatever they need to make us even.” He grinned at her. “He’s not even upset I stole. I told him what happened, and he made sure I knew nothing would come of it.”

      Jayna shook her head. “You still aren’t getting it,” she said softly.

      “Listen, Jayna, I like you. I mean, I really like you. That’s why I came out here. You’re interesting, and different, and when I was worried about my safety, I didn’t know who else to go to, and everybody who seemed to know anything pointed me in your direction. It’s the reason I went to you that night. I’m thankful you’ve been willing to help me as much as you have, but now . . . now I don’t know if I need you anymore. I’d still like to talk with you a bit though. Maybe we can get together for another mug of ale or two and see where things go.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jayna said.

      “You’re still mad about me stealing those stones?”

      “No, but I’m not done with those stones,” she said softly.

      “My father is going to buy up the rest. You don’t have to worry about it. You don’t have to worry about the others.”

      She just shook her head. He really was clueless. She hadn’t known it when she’d first met him, but hearing him now—hearing what he was willing to sacrifice and the risk he was willing to take, despite knowing just how dangerous those stones were—left her hollow.

      And irritated.

      She breathed out slowly, then smiled at him. “You should get back. Obviously, you and your father are working on something. And I’m not done with what I need to do.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to keep the city from being destroyed.”
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      Jayna watched as Rosal disappeared, weaving his way through the streets again, heading back toward his home. She could feel him separating from her as he moved farther and farther away, and she wished there were some way to tear free of that spell—mostly because she didn’t want to feel it anymore. Despite knowing what had happened as a consequence of stealing those stones, he still didn’t seem to care.

      She looked along the wagons. Somehow, they had appeared as merchants, enough for him to have found his way into the section and stolen from them. At least she had a description of the wagon now.

      That may not help much, but it was a start. A dingy wagon.

      But what would someone like Rosal consider dingy? He came from wealth and likely viewed his garden shed as dingy. Any small wagon might come across as dingy to him, whereas she would see it as a simple structure.

      The symbol was more important though.

      A crescent moon. Three dots. A circle. It was a unique marking. It sounded to her like it was some sort of flag or a crest, which might be easy enough to find. She should have had Rosal draw the marking for her.

      She was tired. She hadn’t slept nearly enough, and her stomach grumbled despite Topher having provided her with a plate full of food.

      Jayna moved quickly through the street and checked each of the wagons. Most of them were traditional merchant wagons. There wasn’t anything unusual about them. There was the one caravan painted in bright blues and yellows, stripes of colors that would stand out and draw attention, but it wasn’t what she was looking for. There were no symbols or markings on it.

      Another wagon was all plain wood. Unfinished. Maybe that was dingy. As she circled around that caravan, she saw they sold pots and pans, some textiles, but there were no symbols along the side of the wagon. Certainly nothing that drew her eye.

      She found another wagon with markings of the capital, as if it came from the king himself—at least, somebody wanted to give it that appearance so they could pass through without obstruction. Something like that would also put a target on them. She checked the wagon over, looking for any crescent moon symbols, but there wasn’t anything.

      She continued sweeping through, looking at each of the wagons, and came across one near an alleyway. It was an open-faced wagon, and no horses were attached to it, nothing that suggested they were getting ready to go anywhere. It was off to the side—a cart, more than anything else.

      She was about to move past it when she saw a symbol burnt into the back of the wagon. Just like Rosal had said, there was a crescent moon. Three dots—or moons—and a circle around it.

      Jayna’s breath caught.

      It had to be the same one, and if it wasn’t, it must have been with the one Rosal had seen.

      She scooted over, getting closer to the wagon, and looked inside, but didn’t see anything. Tracing a quick spell in the air above it, she pushed a bit of power out, and created light that hovered there. The wagon was empty. From the dust outlines in the back, it looked as if there had been trunks there at one point, but they were all gone—moved and taken . . . somewhere.

      Why would the bloodstones have been here? That was the real question.

      Matthew’s warning came to her. The bloodstones were dangerous.

      In the wrong hands, bloodstones could be explosive, violent, and she had seen how those enchantments could burn through buildings. Had she not been lucky enough to have Eva with her, the power from the bloodstone—at least, what she suspected was from the bloodstone—would’ve burned through her home, melting through the stone, and it would’ve ripped through the rest of the city.

      And then there was the bloodstone in Rosal’s father’s home.

      The box.

      She frowned, looking down into the wagon. There would’ve been other boxes. There was the box Rosal had in his home, too.

      What about the others?

      Shadows moved behind the wagon, and Jayna dropped down.

      She waited.

      The merchants were all getting ready to move. Rosal’s father would take an even greater hold of the city. Somehow, she thought that connected to the appearance of the bloodstones.

      She squeezed the bloodstone in her pocket, feeling the strange power within it.

      It was a trembling sort of energy, a bit of heat that bubbled up within her, and . . .

      She frowned. It reminded her of the power within the dragon stone.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      She twisted the ring on her finger. That was a pale white stone, and looked nothing at all like the bloodstone, but the energy certainly felt similar. The ring helped her access Toral power. From what she had seen of the bloodstone, it also allowed its holder to access a different kind of power. The energy within the bloodstone augmented enchantments. What else was that but another kind of power?

      She remained under the wagon. Occasionally, she heard the sound of voices, but then they moved past, leaving her alone. Jayna waited by the wagon for a little while longer, hoping somebody might come back. When no one did, an idea came to her. She traced a quick linking spell to it. Linking spells didn't need to be with a person; they could be to an object—and in this case, it would allow her to track it. It was a straightforward use of magic, and she activated the spell with just a hint of sorcery.

      Something was going on here, and it was all tied to bloodstones.

      As she got up and moved along, making her way down the line of wagons, she paused, looking at them. Many had already started to gather their items, getting everything together, preparing to depart.

      She neared the end of the merchant caravans when she thought she saw shadows moving around behind her. For a moment, she wondered if it was Matthew again, but when she turned, there was no sign of anybody there.

      Jayna doubled back, using the same technique she had earlier in the day, winding back along the street, thinking maybe she could check whether somebody was trying to follow her. But when she did, she still didn’t come across anything.

      She looped back along, following the street, heading toward the distant tavern where she intended to meet the others, but when she kept going, there came the same feeling of someone, or something, following her.

      If there was somebody out there, then she needed to know who, or what, it was.

      She ducked into an alley, much like she had when Matthew had followed her, but this time, she didn’t head down the alley. She could feel her linking spell moving. Had the wagon already started off?

      Maybe she should've stayed near the merchant caravans a bit longer.

      She held the magic ball spell around her, using that as a barrier against a possible attack. It was easy enough to hold on to.

      And she was thankful she did.

      Something struck her from behind.

      Jayna staggered forward, catching herself.

      She rolled over, holding her hands up, but didn’t see anything. She had felt something though. Had she not had a barrier around her, she might have been seriously injured. The dragon stone had protected her, but somebody was out there. Somebody was targeting her.

      Jayna got up and pushed outward with the cold, painful power of the dragon stone, probing. There was a reverberation. She recognized it.

      Bloodstone.

      Jayna focused on that and targeted it.

      As she blasted with the burst of attack from the ring, she sent it in a spiral of energy, directing it toward the bloodstone. Whoever had attacked her had bloodstone on them.

      She heard a grunt, and she darted forward.

      The alley was dark, and it took just a moment to flicker a spell and get a ball of fire hovering above her, revealing a figure lying motionless on the stones.

      They were dressed in a deep red jacket and pants. As she rolled them over, she noticed a tattoo on the neck, the same symbol she’d seen branded on the wagon.

      A crescent moon. Three dots. A circle.

      She nudged the person.

      A steady awareness of magic came through to her. Her linking spell.

      It was on this man.

      She traced it, trying to understand what she detected of it and how it could be on him. Could he have somehow moved the spell?

      She stood back. The only type of person who could have done that would be. . .

      A sorcerer.

      Jayna focused on the dragon stone ring, ready to push power through it, bracing for the pain in the cold.

      The man didn't move.

      She checked for a pulse. There was none. Her blast had been too strong.

      She hadn’t thought it was too strong, but then again, ever since she had returned with Ceran, the energy she’d been connected to seemed to have been augmented more than before. It was almost as if Ceran had accentuated something. While she couldn’t be sure if that were true, she knew she had more power ever since she had touched that darkness when trying to stop Asymorn.

      She searched the fallen man.

      Within one of his pockets, she found the bloodstone. It was about the same size as the one she’d taken from Rosal’s father’s home, and she stuffed it into her pocket, adding it to the others.

      She started to get up, then decided to check him over again, curious if she might’ve missed anything. As she searched him, she found he didn’t possess only one bloodstone, but two.

      Jayna didn’t find anything else. No weapons. No money. Just the bloodstones.

      She got to her feet, looking around, and probed outward the way she had with the dragon stone power before. She sent it in a circle outward, a radiating power that weaved away from her, but didn’t feel anything. This was the only attacker.

      They either saw her under their wagon, or they had some way of detecting the bloodstone. If they did, then she had to be careful.

      Jayna slipped back out of the alley and headed along the street. She maintained her connection to the dragon stone power, using that as a barrier around her, ready for any threat.

      She neared the Wicked Pint and slowed.

      Before she headed to the tavern, she wanted to make sure there was nobody else around. She made a quick circuit, watching for anyone following her. There were particular spells she might be able to use to do the same thing, but she needed the right spellbooks for that. She had to go about it the way her brother would have.

      She didn't see anyone following her or feel anything to suggest magic was here, so she hurried into the tavern.

      Topher was there, sitting at a table near the back, listening to a minstrel strumming a lute, and grinning as he tapped on the table. Eva sat next to him, annoyance written in her eyes. She had a mug of ale in front of her, which Jayna figured was for the best. At least she wouldn’t drink that nearly as fast as she would a glass of wine.

      She hurried over to them and took a seat.

      “You’re here,” Eva said. “There have been two more explosions like the one in the market. We managed to get to both of them shortly after they exploded, but they were hard to put out.”

      Jayna frowned. Two more?

      “One of them was in a warehouse,” Topher said, his eyes drawn and wide. “It burned.”

      Eva looked over to him, irritation fading quickly to something unreadable. “It's out now,” she said, softer than Jayna would've expected.

      “And the other?” Jayna asked.

      “A house. Near the center of the city. Nice enough, but we got to it as the fire was spreading to the second story. I put that one out too.”

      Two more explosions.

      What did that mean?

      “Did you find anything?” Eva asked.

      “I did. More than I expected.” She looked around the tavern. It was getting busier, which she was thankful for on Robert’s behalf, but still not nearly as busy as it would be later in the evening. She pulled one of the bloodstones out of her pocket and set it onto the table, nodding to Eva. “I found another one. I suppose I should say I found a man carrying one.”

      “Where?” Eva asked.

      Jayna told them about the wagon, the linking spell, and her fear that someone may have used sorcery to relocate the spell.

      “He attacked me. Somebody like that fits more with what Ceran warned me about.” She shook her head. Dark magic should've triggered the dragon stone, unless they knew she was in the city and had some way of hiding it from her.

      “Where is the man now?” Eva asked, looking toward the door.

      “Dead. I hit him with a bit of power.” There was a time when hurting someone would have bothered her more. She supposed it still did, but now she was more concerned about stopping dark magic than hurting someone.

      Eva arched a brow. “A bit?”

      “Perhaps a bit more than what I intended. Anyway, he had a couple of these on him.”

      Eva studied the bloodstones. “We haven’t uncovered anything about them from the dular. Not for this fool’s attempts.” She nodded to Topher, who glanced over and shrugged.

      “I tried. I wanted to see if the dular might know anything about a new source of substrates for enchantments. They hadn’t heard anything,” Topher said.

      “I see,” Jayna said and leaned back, frowning as she tried to work through what she knew. “Something’s not quite fitting together,” she mumbled.

      “Many things are not quite fitting together,” Eva said. She twisted her shoulder, pushing Topher away from her. “Including him trying to get me to dance.”

      That elicited a smile from Jayna. “I don’t know. I think if you were to dance with Topher, you might enjoy it.”

      “And I might enjoy having hot oil poured into my eyes.”

      “Well, considering your affinity for heat, maybe you would,” Topher said.

      “There was bloodstone in Rosal’s father’s home. Either he knew about the bloodstones, or somebody sent him one. I don’t know which it was, but I feel like the answer is at the core of everything we need to understand.”

      She was going to have to go back and visit with Rosal's father. One way or another, she needed answers.

      “He’s not the only one who had a bloodstone,” Eva said.

      Jayna looked up, taking the bloodstone off the table and stuffing it into her pocket. “Who else had one?”

      “Well, when we were wandering with the dular, I encountered another of those stones.”

      “How?” Jayna asked.

      “I could feel it,” Eva said.

      Jayna frowned. “You could feel it?” Was that all that different from what Jayna could do? She had felt the energy of the bloodstone in the vicinity, and using her connection to the dragon stone, she had known somebody was following her. She had known there was a stone inside of Rosal’s father’s home.

      “Only the one,” Eva said.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled one out, setting it on the table and sliding it across. It was a little larger than the one in Rosal’s father’s home.

      “Has it been enchanted yet?” Jayna asked.

      “No. But there is something unusual about it. I can feel . . . something.” Eva shook her head.

      “And you found this in the dular section of the city?”

      “It was near the warehouse, and considering how the warehouse burned, I figure it has to be tied to the explosion there.”

      “I’m not exactly sure what this situation is,” Jayna said. “And with what Ceran said—”

      “What did Ceran say?” Eva asked.

      “He warned me that any sort of strangeness may be tied to somebody trying to release one of the other twelve followers of Sarenoth.”

      “So now we might have another dark sorcerer—”

      “Or worse,” Jayna added.

      “Or worse,” Eva said carefully. She glanced over to Topher before turning her attention back to Jayna. “And just the two of us again.”

      “I tried to reach him.”

      “Let me guess: He didn't answer.”

      Jayna was never sure how to interpret Eva's feelings about Ceran. They'd never met, though that was more of Eva's choice than Ceran’s.

      “Regardless,” Jayna said, shaking her head, “we need to find the rest of the bloodstones.”

      “Fine. We find the rest, and then what?” Eva said.

      “I don’t know. If what Matthew said was right, then we have to find some way of destroying them.” There was a part of Jayna that was uncertain about whether destroying them was the right thing. They could be useful. Would they be losing something that might benefit them in the future? She sighed, shaking her head again. “I don’t even know if Matthew was right about—”

      “Matthew was right about what?”

      Jayna spun, seeing Matthew sitting at a table near her. “Dammit, Matthew. You really have to stop doing that.”

      Matthew grinned at her, and he got up, carrying his chair over and setting it down next to Jayna. He nodded to Topher, then to Eva. “I’m Matthew Varen. I’ve known Jayna for a long time. Practically since she was a child.”

      Topher started to smile. “Really? What was she like?”

      “Troublesome. She always wanted to follow me around. I think she had a crush on me when she was younger. Probably still does.”

      “I’m quite sure I never had a crush on you,” Jayna said.

      Matthew chuckled, then regarded Topher for a moment, his brow furrowing, but when he turned to Eva, he stared. His eyes seemed to shimmer for just a moment. What enchantment did he carry that would do that? If there was one thing she knew about her brother and Matthew, it was that they enjoyed their enchantments when it helped them complete their jobs more easily.

      “What is it?” Jayna asked.

      “I just thought I saw . . .” He shook his head. “Probably nothing. It’s an interesting group you have here, Jayna.”

      “It is,” she said.

      “You know, I know people throughout the city.”

      She turned to him. “Is that right?”

      “I even know somebody who’s an administrator at the outpost.”

      “So?”

      “So I sent word about a Char.”

      Jayna shrugged. “So?”

      “And so this Char is at the outpost, but I think he would be a bit disappointed to know you were using his name.”

      Jayna breathed out slowly, watching Matthew. “What are you getting on about?”

      “Nothing, I suppose. What are you doing in the city?” Matthew asked. “And why do you want me to believe you’re with the Society when you’re clearly not?”

      Jayna looked over to Eva, who had bit her lower lip softly. A bit of smoke streamed around her mouth. Topher sat back, obviously clueless.

      “It’s complicated,” she said.

      “Complicated. If you tell me you’re here because of your brother, that’s complicated. I can tell you Jonathan is not in the city. If anything, he’s probably in some coastal prison where you can’t reach him. But you being here and asking about some sorcerer and their involvement with your brother is more interesting than it is complicated. Strange, too.”

      “It’s not strange,” Jayna said.

      “Maybe you’d care to tell me what you’re really doing here. Maybe you’d care to tell me what is going on with these bloodstones.”

      There were two ways she could go about this: She could deny her true intention to Matthew, pushing him away, or she could try to bring him in. Matthew could be a valuable ally, despite her preference otherwise. He was smart. Clever. And with his history, he might be able to strategize in ways Jayna just wasn’t able to.

      “I’m here to stop a dangerous attack,” she said. “I work outside of the Academy, but still with them.”

      “Is that right?” A grin spread across Matthew’s face.

      “You can believe me or not. If you want to ask around, you can check into the seven men who were attacked in Nelar about three months ago. There was a strange ceremony that was nearly completed. I stopped it.”

      Matthew frowned. “That was you.”

      She grunted. He’d heard about it. “That was me.”

      “And you’re still in Nelar because . . .”

      “Because the threat to the city isn’t over.”

      “I see. And it has to do with bloodstones?”

      “Somehow,” she said.

      “I warned you about them. Something like that is bound to start a war.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Well, if the wrong person got a hold of them, it wouldn’t take much to unsettle the power structure in the city.”

      “I don’t see where you’re going with this,” Jayna said.

      Was he offering a possible answer? Or was he hinting at something he wanted her to know? What if Matthew were involved?

      She had no idea how long he’d been in the city, and he had managed to sneak up on her repeatedly, so she might not have been aware of him even if he had been here for a while.

      “Who would have the most to gain by eliminating the current structure in the city?” Matthew asked.

      “Why would anybody have anything to gain?” Topher asked.

      “Because this is a unique place. In most cities, the dular don’t have as much authority as they do here,” Matthew said.

      “The Society wouldn’t have done this,” Jayna said.

      “Are you so sure?”

      She leaned back, touching her pocket where the bloodstones were, and frowned.

      She wasn’t. And that was part of the problem.

      That theory didn’t account for everything though.

      It didn’t account for what Ceran had warned her about. He thought there was something more taking place, some aspect of it that was tied to the twelve followers of Sarenoth.

      But maybe the bloodstones were a part of both situations.

      Help the sorcerers. Create a war between the Society and the dular.

      And inside of that darkness, the twelve would sow the discord that would help free Sarenoth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      Jayna wasn't exactly sure where to begin. Rosal's father might be involved in bringing bloodstone to the city, and she would have to go to him to learn the truth from him. But there was something else that bothered her.

      Dark magic.

      She kept coming back to that.

      The man who had attacked her in the street had shifted her linking spell.

      No dular could do that.

      “Jayna?”

      She looked up and flashed a tight smile at Matthew. “You don’t have to stay here,” she said to him.

      “I know,” he agreed.

      “The rest of us have something we need to be working on.”

      Matthew continued to frown at her, and while she couldn’t read anything on his expression, she knew him well enough and long enough that she understood he was concerned for her.

      She forced another smile. “You don’t need to worry about me, Matthew.”

      “What if I need to worry about myself? My job in Nelar isn’t finished,” he explained, “and whatever is going on here might take precedent over that.” He shrugged again. “With what you’ve got going on, I can’t help but feel as if I need to be involved.”

      “You don’t need to be involved,” Jayna said.

      She could feel Eva watching her, a bit of smoke swirling out and around her mouth still, drifting from where she bit her lip and floating away.

      The rest of the tavern was almost muted, but not completely silent. Jayna didn’t know if the tavern was ever really silent, but it seemed that as her mind raced through everything she had to deal with, she couldn’t help but feel like everything pressed around her, quieting the entirety of the tavern.

      “What have you gotten yourself into?” Matthew asked.

      “Nothing you need to worry about,” she said.

      He forced a smile, grinning at her, then nodding to Eva and even to Topher. “So this is your team, then? The three of you intend to stop whatever is taking place in the city?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Jayna said.

      “Maybe not, but now you have to deal with bloodstones that might explode on you if they’re enchanted. They can explode even if they're not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Bloodstones are unstable. I thought you knew that. They are dangerous. They don't need enchantments to be activated.” Jayna looked over to Eva, thinking about what she had said about the warehouse and the bloodstone she had found. “The explosion will use the power of the bloodstone,” Matthew went on. “All it takes is a trigger, not all that different from an enchantment.”

      Jayna squeezed her eyes shut. This was more complicated than she had intended it to be.

      “We could use the help,” Eva said.

      Jayna shot her a look. Eva was the last person she would’ve expected to have spoken up and agreed to accept additional help.

      “Are you sure? I know you don’t like trusting other people,” Jayna said.

      “He’s not just some ‘other people,’ is he?” Eva asked. She looked at Matthew, watching him, and the smoke that swirled out of her drifted away again, floating toward Matthew as if she were using some of her magic on him. “This is somebody you know.”

      Jayna nodded slowly. “I knew him. Once. I don’t know how much we can trust him with what we’ve got going on.”

      “Is he capable?” Eva asked.

      Jayna looked at Matthew, frowning at him. “Most of the time.”

      “Are you just going to keep talking about me as if I’m not sitting here?” Matthew asked, leaning back and crossing his arms over his chest.

      “I might need to,” Jayna said. “Besides, you are an unknown entity. At least when it comes to this.”

      “I may be an unknown entity when it comes to the kind of thing you’re going to do, but I’m not an unknown entity to you.”

      Part of the problem was that he was right, and so was Eva. They had too much going on for her to push aside any additional help. In order to find the bloodstones, figure out what was happening in the city, and ensure they finished the job before anything worse took place, they might need additional support.

      She just didn’t like the idea of including Matthew, somebody who knew her from before she had joined the Academy, and she didn’t like the idea that he would potentially report on her to her brother, whenever he revealed himself.

      In her mind, when Jonathan returned, things would get back to . . . What, then?

      She didn’t even know. Ceran would send her on another mission. Perhaps beyond the city. Jayna wouldn't mind. She was ready to leave the city. And she needed to track down more information about Gabranth to try to understand more about her brother's involvement with him.

      “Fine.” She scooted back and got to her feet.

      “That’s it?” Matthew asked, looking at the others. “It’s been decided?”

      “As decided as it can be,” Jayna said. “We need to find the bloodstones, but we need a way to track them.”

      “You think you have a way,” Eva said.

      Jayna nodded. “It’s not one I necessarily like, but the sorcerers might be able to help.”

      Matthew started to laugh. “Now you want sorcerers’ assistance?”

      “I’m never not wanted their help,” Jayna said. She glanced to Eva, then to Topher. “We’re going to the outpost.”

      “It’s late,” Eva said.

      “I realize it’s late, and I realize Char might not be eager for me to wake him again, but for this . . .”

      “How do you know this is something you even need to do now?” Matthew asked.

      Topher smiled at him.

      She really needed to figure out what was going on with Topher to get him the help he needed. There were times when he seemed completely normal—helpful, even—then there were other times when he was like this, little more than a simpleton who bobbed his head in agreement with everything.

      “I don’t know. Things are starting to come to a head, aren’t they? The merchant tax. The bloodstones in the city. Even my attack,” Jayna said.

      “It’s been my experience that if somebody intends to make any sort of move, they do so after they’ve sown chaos on a grand scale,” Matthew said.

      “Unless whatever move they intend to make has been delayed,” Jayna said.

      He frowned at her. “Delayed?”

      “If, such as in this case, the bloodstone was stolen, and whatever plan they intended all along was thwarted, things might have shifted.”

      She continued trying to piece together the puzzle, but some things didn’t quite fit. She’d seen the wagon, so she knew what Rosal had told her about it was true. She believed there were some people within the city who intended to attack, but what reason would they have?

      And maybe it really was nothing more than what Matthew had implied—nothing more than an attempt to unseat the dular. However, if that were the case, she still needed to go to the Society to warn them, though Jayna didn’t know what they might do in response.

      She got up and headed to the door of the tavern, glancing back when she reached it and nodding to Robert. Eva got to her feet, and Topher followed her.

      The only one who didn’t come with her was Matthew. He watched for a moment, taking a long drink of ale before shaking his head, muttering something to himself, and following.

      Once outside, in the street beyond the Wicked Pint, he caught up to her. “I just ask that you listen to my advice from time to time. This could get dangerous, Jayna, and I’m going to help you as best as I can. There are certain things you don’t know.”

      There was a time when Matthew’s warnings might have made a difference to her. That had been when her brother was around. Maybe even after she’d gone to the Academy. Now . . . she understood things differently—especially after what she’d seen the last few months.

      Jayna shared a look with Eva for a moment before nodding to him. “If things get strange, I’ll be sure to take your advice,” she said.

      “Why do I get the sense you’re mocking me?”

      “I’m not mocking. I really will take your advice.”

      “Good.”

      He glanced at the others before turning his attention back to Jayna.

      She ignored him as she marched through the street.

      She focused on what she could feel through the linking spell, the power that had bonded her and Char, using that energy to detect the presence of her friend. As far as she could tell, he was at the outpost.

      She didn’t expect anything otherwise, though. Char generally stayed at the outpost, but what she really worried about was what would happen if she suddenly appeared there and made a claim about the bloodstone. What she really worried about was where Char’s allegiance lies.

      The air was even more humid than usual, but there was a hint of smoke on it.

      “Are you sure you put the fire out?” she asked Eva.

      Eva shot her a look. “I am.”

      “I shouldn’t question you,” Jayna said. “It’s just that if those fires are so difficult to put out and—”

      “The fire is out,” Eva said. “Like the other I found.”

      Topher bobbed his head in a quick nod. “She put it out. It was pretty impressive. I tried getting help, but by the time I got back there, Eva had already extinguished the fires.”

      Another attack. Another fire. And for what?

      They had put them out so far, but what would happen if the people responsible for the using the bloodstone suddenly decided to shift their approach? What would happen if they suddenly decided to release a dozen different bloodstone attacks at one time?

      The city would be destroyed.

      She didn’t have any real obligation to Nelar—other than it being where she lived now—but she did have a concern about the intention behind the attack, a suspicion about the motivation. She didn’t know for sure, but she suspected it was tied to something with the twelve followers and their intention to free Sarenoth.

      Every so often, she reached into her pocket, grabbed one of the bloodstones, then squeezed it. She could feel the power within it, but didn’t know why.

      They had soon reached the sorcerers’ outpost, situated on the outskirts of the city, closer to the capital. It was almost as if the Society intended to stay distant enough so they wouldn’t draw any extra attention from within the city. The low wall surrounding the outpost served as a bit of a barrier to the city, as did the enchantments and power that pressed out from within it. Jayna hadn’t been here since they had stopped the Celebrants of Asymorn, but not much had changed.

      She looked at the others, and found Eva staring off into the distance. A bit of smoke still trailed around her, though it was faint, drifting away.

      “Wait here,” Jayna said to the others.

      “If you’re going to sneak in, I’ll go with you,” Matthew offered.

      He pulled the hood of his cloak up, and as soon as he did, he started to blend in with the night. She suspected he had an enchantment to facilitate that, and might even have other enchantments on him.

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “You’re not a thief,” he whispered, pulling her aside, away from the others. “I know Jonathan worked with you quite a bit and trained you to avoid detection and watch for somebody tailing you, but I’ve observed you in the city, Jayna. You aren’t a thief.” He flicked his gaze to the building. “You may have some power, but you’re talking about breaking into the sorcerers’ outpost. This is a place of tremendous power, a place even I wouldn’t normally dare to enter.”

      Jayna looked at him. He flashed with energy, and something more. She couldn’t quite place it. It seemed to be more than just the power she would’ve expected from an enchantment.

      “I’m not breaking into the Sorcerers’ Society outpost,” she said.

      Matthew crossed his arms over his chest, watching her. “You’re not.”

      “I’m not. I’m going to alert a friend of mine and ask him to come out to us.”

      “I see.”

      “Are you sure? Because if you want to prompt him to come out, then you certainly can, but I don’t know if that’s going to be a good use of your time. I mean, you are a skilled thief, after all.”

      “If you don’t want my help, you don’t have to take it,” Matthew muttered.

      She patted him on the shoulder. “I’m just teasing you, Matthew. I appreciate your help.”

      “Fine,” he said, turning back. When he reached Eva, he shook his head. “Is she always like that?”

      Jayna slipped through the courtyard, then around the back of the building. Now that she knew where Char’s room was within the outpost, it was easy for her to loop around and find it. She located the windowsill and pulled herself up, peering inside. The room was darkened, though given the late hour, that wasn’t altogether surprising. Why did everything like this seem to happen at night, in the darkness?

      She focused on the linking spell. Before tapping on the window, she wanted to ensure Char still used this room. The last thing she wanted was to awaken some angry sorcerer and have him come chasing her outside. The linking spell trailed in through the window, and it guided her to Char. He was there.

      She breathed out and continued to focus on the linking spell between them, then connected to it. There was a hint of power, a deep-seated energy, and she used it the way she had before, tugging on the energy just a little bit.

      She tapped on the window.

      Jayna dropped down and jogged around the front of the outpost, then waited in the shadows until Char pulled the door open.

      He was dressed in long, flowing black robes, and he stared out while rubbing one eye. “Jayna?” he whispered.

      “It’s me.”

      He stepped out, closing the door behind him and waving a hand over it. He sealed it closed. Did he think she was going to send somebody inside behind her? Or was he concerned about somebody else coming out to see her?

      “What are you doing here? Is somebody else injured?” He looked into the darkness, sweeping his head from side to side. “I don’t know how many more people I can help you heal. If this keeps up, the Society has to know what’s happening.”

      “Nobody else is injured. At least, not yet,” she said. “I need your help.”

      “I gathered that. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

      He frowned and looked past her out toward the street.

      “How many people do you have with you tonight?”

      “The same as before,” she said.

      “The same?” Char asked. “And by that, you mean the woman who has some strange control over smoke. You know, I’ve been looking into that kind of magic, and I haven’t found anything quite like it before. There are references to smoke magic, but everything is old, and when I tracked through those books, all I could find were references to other works we don’t have at the outpost. I think if I can get back to the Academy, I might be able to find something more useful, and perhaps I could—”

      Jayna touched him on the arm, silencing him.

      She glanced over her shoulder, wondering just how much of that Eva had heard.

      “You don’t want to know about her?” Char asked.

      “Eva is my friend,” Jayna said carefully and deliberately. “Whatever secret she intends to keep is hers.”

      Why did both Topher and Char want to dig into Eva's secret? They both had different reasons: Topher wanted to because he cared about Eva, and Char wanted to because . . . he might care about Jayna.

      “What if it might harm you?”

      Jayna looked up at Char. “She’s not going to harm me.”

      “Are you sure? I saw that—”

      “She is not going to harm me,” Jayna said again. She tapped on his elbow. “Besides, that’s not the reason I’m here. There’s something else I need your help with.”

      “And not somebody to be healed?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Char looked back to the outpost and frowned before turning back to her. “I don’t like this, Jayna. We’ve been dealing with enough as it is, especially with the dular. They’ve been particularly challenging lately, and we’ve even had help sent from the Society to mitigate the danger.”

      “You had what?”

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s more Society business, and you’ve made it clear you have no interest in dealing with Society business.”

      “The dular aren’t any trouble in the city,” she said.

      “I don’t know how long you’ve been in Nelar.” Char said, arching a brow as he watched her. She didn’t need the linking spell between them to know he was fishing for more information about her time in Nelar. She’d been here for the better part of a few months, not nearly as long as he had. As far as she knew, he had come here shortly after graduating from the Academy, continuing his training and honing his ability to heal. From what Char said, Master Agnew was one of the most skilled healers, and it was a benefit to Char to be assigned to Nelar to continue his education. “I’ve seen it firsthand. The dular have pushed the Society aside.”

      “You forget that doesn’t really worry me too much.”

      “I know it doesn’t bother you, but it does disrupt the functionality of the Society, and the king—”

      “What about the king?” she asked.

      “I’m sure the king wants the Society to be strong. He needs us to be strong.”

      Jayna frowned. She’d been trying to figure out what was going on, and trying to understand the relationship between things, but maybe it was something as simple as sorcerers being upset with the dular.

      But why use bloodstone, then?

      “Would you just come over here and talk with me?” Jayna asked.

      “I’ll talk, but I don’t know what else I’m going to do.”

      They moved to the street, and she looked up at the outpost. Was there a light on that wasn’t there before?

      “What are you doing?” Char asked.

      “Nothing,” Jayna said, and she headed to the street where they joined the others.

      “Char, this is my brother’s friend, Matthew Veran.”

      Char studied Matthew, and Matthew did the same to Char. “Your brother? Did you find him?” Char asked.

      “Matthew is looking for him, aren’t you, Matthew?” Matthew shot Jayna a look of annoyance, which she ignored. She shrugged. “Anyway, you know Eva and Topher.”

      “We’ve met,” he said. He turned his attention to Jayna, crossing his arms over his chest. “For the first time since you found me in the city, you haven’t brought me somebody I need to heal, so what is this about?”

      Jayna looked at the others before reaching into her pocket and pulling out one of the smaller bloodstones. “It’s about this.”

      She handed it over to Char, and he took it, frowning for a moment before his eyes widened. “Where did you get this?”

      “You recognize it.” Could it be that simple?

      Maybe she should have gone to Char sooner.

      Char turned the stone from side to side, his gaze sweeping over it. “I recognize it.” He looked up at Jayna. “Where did you get it?”

      “I found it in the city. I’m curious how you know about it.”

      “I told you about the reinforcements sent to the outpost,” he said. Jayna nodded. “The Order of Norej came with something like this. I’m not really sure what it is, but the Order said that sorcerers at the Academy created it. It’s supposed to make enchantments work better.”

      Jayna knew the Order tended to use destructive magic. She grunted softly and replied. “Is that right?”

      “Why? Doesn’t it?”

      “Oh, it does,” she said.

      He looked at the others, his gaze lingering on Topher for a long moment before he turned back to Jayna. “You can’t blame me for this. I’m not involved in the politics of the city, as I’m still technically a student.”

      “Not really,” Jayna said. “You’re a part of the Society now.”

      “A junior part of the Society,” Char said. “And not enough of one to attribute any malice to.”

      “Get on with it,” Matthew said.

      Char swallowed. “Anyway, with as much as the dular have been challenging the Society, the Order brought in something to make their enchantments more powerful.”

      “By ‘their enchantments,’ you mean the sorcerers’, not the dulars’.”

      He nodded quickly. “They wouldn’t want to help the dular.”

      “Why would these end up in the hands of the dular?”

      “What?” Char asked.

      “That’s where I found them,” Jayna said. “I uncovered a trove of these with the dular. The enchantments are dangerous.”

      “All sorcery is dangerous,” Char said.

      “Not all. At least, not like this,” she said.

      “Jayna—”

      “You knew about this,” she said.

      Irritation bubbled up into anger, which faded into disappointment. All this time, and he could have helped.

      “I knew we had help from the Academy, and I thought it surprising, but the Order aren’t doing anything with the stones.”

      “I beg to differ. And if you give me a chance, I can show you,” Jayna said.

      “How do you want me to give you a chance?” Char asked.

      Jayna reached into her pocket and pulled out one of the bloodstones that Rosal had placed an enchantment upon.

      “I could show you.”

      Char looked at the others, then glanced back at the outpost, before turning his attention back to Jayna. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Just let me have a few more minutes of your time. Let me at least show you what I know about what’s going on, then you can decide what you want to do.”

      Char shook his head. “Why is it that every time you come around here, I feel like I’m getting pulled further and further away from the Society?”

      “I’m not trying to pull you from the Society,” Jayna said.

      “You may not be trying to, but you manage to do it anyway.” He looked over to the outpost, shaking his head slowly. “Come on. I can sneak you in this time, but it’s going to be the last time.”
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      They all followed Char up the path leading to the outpost. Jayna stayed closest to him, with Eva next to her, leaning slightly forward, her hands clenched at her sides. Jayna didn’t need to look down to see the trail of blood flowing from Eva’s hands, and she could practically feel the energy radiating off of her. There was something drifting out from her, some hint of power, but she saw no smoke.

      Even Matthew seemed on edge. He had his hand under his cloak, and Jayna worried he might pull out a blade, looking to attack or do something foolish. He was the one person she thought was the least trustworthy here.

      It was strange to think that way. In all the time she had known Matthew—and of the people who were with her now, he was the one she’d known the longest—she’d always thought he was trustworthy. He had worked with her brother for all her life, but at the same time, if Matthew had abandoned his search for Jonathan, then how could he truly be her brother’s friend?

      Then there was Topher. He stayed close to Eva, following behind her. Jayna didn’t know which Topher this was. Was this the man who had found himself, found a bit of spine and worked through what had happened with the dwaring, or was this the boy, at least in mentality, who still struggled with what had happened?

      Jayna didn’t know. And worse, she started to wonder how much time they really had to find the answers before it was too late. The society was responsible for creating the bloodstone, which she would not have considered a possibility.

      She didn’t have as much experience as some to know all the ins and outs of sorcery, but the idea that sorcerers would have created the bloodstone seemed a bit off. If that were the case, she would’ve expected to detect some more magic within the stone.

      She squeezed her hand around the bloodstone, pushing a bit of power through it. She drew upon sorcery, only sorcery, and used that to detect whether she might feel anything specific inside it: a hint of sorcery, a hint of something that called to her, a hint of something that would tell her this was a construct created by the Society and not some dangerous artifact that had been brought to the city to instigate a battle.

      She didn’t have any answer.

      When they reached the main door, Char looked back at all of them, shaking his head again. He turned and waved his hand, pressing it up against the door, then glanced to Jayna. “I don’t like this.”

      “I know you don’t.”

      “You keep putting me in this position.”

      “You will understand my concern in a moment.”

      “Like I understood the last time,” Char said.

      Jayna flicked her gaze to Topher. “Was I wrong?”

      Char hesitated before shaking his head. “You weren’t wrong.”

      He pushed open the door, then snapped his fingers, tracing a quick circular pattern, and a flush of power washed away from him. He looked up at her. “I just wanted to mute your passing into the outpost.”

      “That was an impressive use of magic,” she said.

      “Not so much. Maybe for somebody who doesn’t use her sorcery quite as much as she once had, but . . .”

      She sighed. Maybe, had she stayed at the Academy, she would’ve learned how to use it in the same sort of way, but at the same time, what she was doing these days was more useful.

      Char led them into the entrance to the outpost. Two enchanted lanterns glowed softly just inside the door, dimly, and it seemed almost as if shadows swirled around them. He guided them quickly down the hall to one of the first rooms along the hallway.

      Jayna hesitated.

      She didn’t think the bloodstone, or the additions Rosal had made to the bloodstone, had turned into anything with dark magic, but she wasn’t entirely sure. If it were dark magic, then they needed to go to the room at the end of the hall—the one where she had gone with one of the dark sorcerers, a Celebrant of Asymorn. It was a place where sorcery would trap dark magic, then she might be able to use the knowledge Ceran had given her to draw that power off.

      “Are you sure this is the right place to use it?” Jayna asked.

      “Well, considering I no longer have access to the other room, it’s the only choice we have.”

      That room was unusual. Even for the Sorcerers' Society. A place like that, with power like that, should not exist here at the edge of Society-controlled lands, especially in an outpost as small as this one.

      “Why don’t you have access to the other one anymore?”

      “After what happened with the dark sorcerer you brought me, Master Agnew began to question my involvement.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wishing she wouldn’t have harmed his place in the Society.

      “No you’re not,” Char said. “You feel like you did everything you needed to do.”

      “I do feel that way,” Jayna said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m sorry.”

      “Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

      They stepped inside, and Char turned to the lanterns in the room, adding a bit of magic to them, so that, now enchanted, they glowed with a bright and vibrant light.

      He looked at the others and motioned for Topher to close the door. When he did, Char nodded to Jayna. “It’s your turn.”

      Jayna pulled the enchanted bloodstone Rosal had made out of her pocket, and showed it to Char. “This is an enchantment made with your construct.”

      “Okay.”

      “And this is an enchantment made by the same dular, but did not use the construct created by the society.” She showed him one of the others and looked at everyone else before turning her attention back to Char. “I’m going to need you to place me inside of a protective shielding,” she said to him.

      “Jayna—”

      “Just do it. If I’m wrong, then you will have wasted nothing.” She looked around the inside of the room. “Anyway, the Society won’t be able to tell if you use magic in here.”

      “They can’t tell, and I’m uncomfortable with it,” Char said.

      “Fine. You know. But I’m asking you as a friend to do this for me.”

      “I’ll do it, but I’m getting a bit frustrated, Jayna. I know you’ve been doing some useful things, and I know you feel that the kind of magic you’re still using is beneficial, but—”

      “It is beneficial,” she said.

      “I know you feel that way,” Char said softly.

      “Just do this for me,” she said.

      Char looked at the others for a moment before shrugging.

      He then pulled upon his own power.

      She could feel it, but strangely, standing this close to Char, it was a different feeling from what she was expecting.

      Its difference rested in how he called upon the magic within him, in the energy that flowed, but it was also in the linking spell between them. She could feel how the power drifted through him, through the linking spell, then surrounded her.

      She had never been aware of his use of magic through the link before, and it was something she was going to have to give more thought to. What would it mean for her to feel his use of magic? It might be beneficial, but it also might be a problem.

      If she could detect all of his magic, then maybe she could use what she sensed to learn how to perform more complicated sorcery. That would be one advantage of having a connection to him and how he pulled upon magic. There was a problem with that though. If it somehow conflicted with her use of magic, or if he were to somehow detect how she pulled upon power through the dragon stone ring, then . . .

      And maybe it would be even more than that. What if he noticed how she had that dark power at the edge of her reach when she tapped into the true power of the Toral ring? What if he somehow knew she could call upon some dark energy?

      She pushed that thought away.

      “It’s done,” he said.

      She looked at the others with her, then held out Rosal’s initial enchantment. “This one won’t be very impressive.”

      She pushed power out through it.

      When she triggered it, she could feel the faint sparks, a stirring of lights that crackled just above her palm.

      “That’s what you needed me to protect you from?” Char asked.

      “No.” She held out the bloodstone enchantment. “The same dular made this one, only he used the construct, such as you call it, that your sorcerers brought from the Academy.” Jayna braced herself. She had no idea what would happen now, but she could guess. She had seen Rosal’s enchantment working before, and she had felt the power that had erupted from it.

      She added a bit of power from the Toral ring, creating a barrier around herself.

      Even that might not be enough.

      Jayna tensed, but there was nothing to do other than release the enchantment.

      This was the entire reason she was here. She needed Char’s help, and in order to get that help, she was going to have to use the power within the ring and the enchantment to prove to him what she had uncovered.

      She pushed through the enchantment.

      Triggering it felt different than triggering the other one had.

      It was a strange thing to be aware of, and had she not just triggered the other that had been made by the same dular, she might not have even noticed it. Each enchantment felt a little bit different, mostly because the power that went into each one was slightly varied. Enchantments from different dular were different, as well. Some were more powerful than others, like this one, and some required more energy to trigger than others; Rosal’s first, however, didn’t take nearly as much power to activate.

      She could feel a different layering of energy within the enchantment.

      Stranger still, she was immediately aware of more power within it than what she had felt before.

      She pushed out, then it erupted.

      The suddenness of it was jarring. It was almost too much. Jayna braced for the explosion of energy, trying to resist the power coming out of the enchantment, but it continued to crackle all around her. The power sent sparks shooting. The protection she had placed around herself, that of her sorcery mixed with the painful, cold magic of the Toral connection, provided some buffer, but she wasn’t sure if that would be sufficient. She solidified that protection, using even more power to try to hold on to it, and cried out when one of the sparks drifted through and singed her skin.

      Smoke began to drift up and around her, swirling in a tight pattern that swept over her. She looked over to see Eva with her hands clenched at her sides, the smoke creeping along the ground and slowly rising.

      Everybody else had their attention focused on Jayna. Even Matthew watched, with a tight frown and knitted brow. Topher had a wide-eyed stare on his handsome face. Char studied her, concern etched in his brow. Despite his worry, he focused on maintaining the protection around her, wanting to ensure the explosion of sparks didn’t get beyond that shield. She could see him trembling as he continued to pour power into the protection he’d formed.

      Finally, the sparks began to ease.

      Jayna breathed out heavily and looked at the others. “Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.”

      “That was created by the same dular?” Char asked in a whisper.

      Jayna looked at the spent enchantment. Once used, the enchantment was wasted, ruined, and there was nothing left of it. In this case, the bloodstone had been altered, and there was no more of the faintly translucent quality to it, nothing more that gave it a crystal-like glow.

      “The same dular,” she said, releasing the energy around her. The smoke that had swirled up from the ground faded as well. It drifted back to Eva, and she realized that nobody else was even aware of what Eva had done.

      “I don’t see how that’s even possible,” he said.

      “You saw the enchantments.”

      “I saw them, but—”

      “Char,” Jayna said. “It’s the same person. He’s the son of one of the wealthier dular in the city. He was looking for a way to impress his father.” Jayna shook her head. All of this for something so stupid. “When he came across the substrate, he used it. He probably shouldn’t have, but he did what he thought he needed to in order to call the power he wanted.”

      “Why did he want that power?” Char asked.

      “I told you,” Jayna said.

      Char was shaken. She could see it in his face.

      “There have been several attacks throughout the city now,” Jayna said. She reached into her pocket and pulled out one of the larger bloodstones, holding it in her palm. “Tell me, Char. Does it seem like anything any Society member would have created?”

      “The Order of Norej said—”

      “The Order of Norej said what?” She was surprised he mentioned the Order again.

      He nodded. “Well, you know they’re an ancient order within the Society.”

      The Order was a powerful one within the Society. Rumors spoke of the kind of magic they had, suggesting power similar to what she'd seen on the battlefield with Ceran.

      But what if they weren't trying to protect the Society?

      An ancient order within the Society could be tied to an even older power.

      She hurriedly worked through that line of thinking. If that were the case, then the Order of Norej might serve one of the followers of Sarenoth.

      She wished Ceran were there to ask. He hadn't given her the names of the twelve. She should have asked him when she last saw him. That was her mistake.

      Perhaps he hadn't even considered the possibility that she would need to know.

      Char stood watching her, and she pushed those thoughts away.

      “You mentioned them before, but you didn’t tell me how long they’ve been here,” Jayna said. She should have asked before when she’d seen them in the streets.

      “Just a few weeks.”

      “A few weeks?” She frowned. The timing fit.

      It didn’t make sense, though.

      She looked to the others. “Why would part of the Society want to spread this throughout the city?” she asked. Even a secretive order.

      Eva shook her head. She stared at the bloodstone, almost as if there were something she could learn from it, and a question burned in her eyes. In the reflected light from the glowing bloodstone, Jayna could see Eva’s troubled expression. A bit of smoke still trailed off of her, swirling around her, yet Eva didn’t move.

      “Rosal said he found those stones with a merchant,” Topher said.

      “I know,” Eva said. “Why would a merchant, at least presumably, be moving these out into the city?”

      She thought about what Ceran had shown her. If this had been orchestrated by one of the twelve, then there was an easy answer. It wasn’t one she wanted to acknowledge, or one that made her comfortable, but it was an answer, nonetheless.

      “What if this is all about sowing discord?” She looked at Char before turning her attention to the others. “What if the Order wanted to create division between the dular and the sorcerers?”

      “The dular might have power in the city, but they would never attack the Society so that plan wouldn’t work,” Char said.

      “They never would unless they had enough power to do so,” Jayna said.

      That was the piece that started to make sense. Given the conversation she’d had with Rosal, and what she had seen, she had to think that maybe the dular would attack the sorcerers—with more power and more powerful enchantments, the dular wouldn’t have to fear them.

      The Society wouldn’t give up the city easily. Even though they only had an outpost here now, they still had a measure of influence, making them a consistent presence throughout the kingdom. It was that influence that gave them the ability and authority to command. It was that influence Jayna had started to fear.

      “Where are the Order now?”

      “They’re staying within the outpost, of course,” Char said and frowned. “Why?”

      “If they’re responsible for what happened . . .”

      “Jayna, I know you don’t feel very strongly about the Society anymore. I don’t claim to know what happened between you and the Society, or what shifted for you, but I think you’re stretching things a little bit. The Society wouldn’t do anything like that.”

      “They wouldn’t do anything like what?” she asked.

      “They wouldn’t give the dular power to start a war. That’s what you’re getting at, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not getting at that,” Jayna said. At least, she didn’t think she was.

      “You’re implying it. You’re implying the Order decided to bring some dangerous compound into the city, using it to empower the dular, as some way to instigate a battle between the Society and the dular in Nelar.” He laughed softly. “You realize how that sounds?”

      “I do,” Jayna said.

      “Then you have to see that it’s crazy. The Society wouldn’t invite any challenge to themselves.”

      “I think that’s where you’re wrong,” she said.

      And what she didn’t want to explain was that she wasn’t even convinced this was all the Society. As far as she knew, it might be something else. If it was—if this was outside of the Society—then it would be even more dangerous.

      “I need to find the Order.”

      “No.”

      “Char.”

      He shook his head. “Jayna, I can’t help you with this. At this point, I agree with you that the enchantment was impressive. Whatever happened was significant, but I don’t agree with the rest.”

      “The bloodstone is scattered throughout the city. It’s going to be used to attack.”

      “I don’t think so,” Char said. “There’s no reason for anybody else to instigate fighting in the city.”

      “No reason that you know of. You’re coming from a very Society-centric view. And unfortunately, my time away from the Academy has shown me there are other viewpoints, and that the Society isn’t nearly as benign as you were taught to believe.”

      “What happened to you?” Char asked, lowering his voice as he looked at Jayna. “First you’re using dark magic—”

      “I’m not using dark magic,” she snapped.

      She could feel Matthew’s gaze upon her.

      She would have to explain. She had alluded to what had happened before, and there was no doubt she’d had a hand in stopping the Celebrants of Asymorn, but there was also no doubt she’d been involved in some of the power that had been used at that time. There had been dark magic.

      She had touched upon dark magic.

      As much as she wanted to ignore it, and as much as she wanted to pretend she didn’t have anything to do with it, there was no way for her to fully deny the kind of power she’d called to stop them.

      “Look,” Char said. “The Order has been helping everyone within the outpost.” He grabbed for something and held it out. Jayna took it. It was a star-shaped metallic box with symbols marked in the surface. She traced her finger along them, and cold suddenly worked through her. “They wanted us to be prepared for another dark magic attack, so they provided us with—”

      “The Order gave that to you?” Jayna asked.

      One of the symbols etched into the box caught her attention. It wasn't visible, but she could feel it, and she had seen it before: a crescent moon symbol surrounded by three dots in a circle.

      Char frowned at her.

      “What's wrong?”

      “This. This is the Order?”

      “Yes. They brought it so we could have a way of defending ourselves against a resurgence of dark magic. Each of us was given something like this. This is mine.”

      “This is who brought the bloodstone. This is who attacked me.”

      And it all began to make sense.

      Char shook his head. “Jayna, the Order is one of the most respected organizations within the Society.”

      She held his gaze. She wasn't going to be able to convince him.

      She breathed out heavily, sighing as she looked around at the others. “We need to go.”

      “What are you doing?” Char asked.

      She looked over to him before glancing to the others. Everything felt right. The pieces to the puzzle she had been trying to work together started to fit. Not completely, but enough that she thought she had them right.

      The Order. The bloodstone. The explosions.

      And what Ceran had shown her.

      “The Order want to start a war in the city,” she said, her voice low and as controlled as she could make it. “And I have to stop it.”

      “You can't attack the Order,” Char said.

      “I'm afraid I might have to.”

      He held her gaze, defiance within it. In that moment, she knew he was a full member of the Society. He wasn't going to help.

      “Jayna, don't make me tell Master Agnew your plan.”

      Eva stepped forward, a bit of blood dripping from her palms as she squeezed her hands, smoke swirling as soon as it struck the stone. It drifted up toward Char and pushed him into the center of the room.

      “I'm sorry about this, Char. Really I am. In this case, you are wrong. I fear the Order of Norej is far more complicated than you can understand,” Jayna said. She added a trace of Toral magic to what Eva was doing, mostly to ensure it didn’t harm Char, but she also needed to hold him.

      “Jayna. Please don’t.”

      Her power held him.

      She pulled open the door and stepped out into the hall. Matthew and Topher followed, with Eva trailing after.

      “What was that about?” Matthew asked softly.

      “That was about me betraying a friend.”
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      They made their way through the street, and Jayna couldn’t shake the emptiness within her. She had attacked Char. Still, she thought it was the right thing to do. He was trying to protect the Order of Norej, and she now firmly believed they were responsible for distributing the bloodstone in the city. But why?

      Distantly, she was aware of the smell of smoke, though she wasn’t sure if it was the usual hearth fire, or if there was something more sinister to it. Given the attacks in the city, and the nearly impossible fires to extinguish as a result of them, she couldn’t tell what it was.

      Topher looked as if he wanted to say something, but when he glanced to Eva, she shook her head, and he seemed to bite it back.

      “It’s fine,” Jayna said, though it was mostly to herself and almost completely untrue. Given what had happened, she didn’t know how it could be fine.

      She wondered if it ever could be again.

      She had attacked Char.

      When she had left the Academy, losing her friend had been difficult. She had left him behind and had always felt as if she wanted nothing more than to tell him the truth about what she had been doing. When she had the opportunity to come to Nelar, she had thought perhaps there would be a chance to reconnect and address what had happened between them.

      All she had done was continue to prove that she devalued the friendship.

      Only . . . she didn’t.

      A hint of smoke swirled around her, and she glanced over to Eva, who was biting her lip. Jayna wasn’t sure if the swirling smoke was for Jayna’s benefit or Eva’s. Either way, there was something soothing about it. She wasn’t sure why, but it helped her feel better.

      “Does anyone want a drink?” Matthew asked, breaking the silence.

      “I’m sure Robert would welcome us at the Wicked Pint,” Topher offered.

      “I don’t know if I’m in the mood for a tavern,” Jayna said.

      “You can’t go somewhere they can easily find you,” Matthew said.

      She looked over to him. “Where do you think we can go that the Society won’t find me? If I use magic, the Society is going to know it the moment I do.”

      She could use the power of the dragon stone ring, the connection to her Toral power, but anything more than that would be risking the Society knowing where she was. The moment they did, she had to worry that Master Agnew—or worse, someone from the Order of Norej—would come for her.

      She wasn’t ready for the Order. Not without knowing more about their motivations.

      She fidgeted with the dragon stone ring, twisting it on her finger. She needed to summon Ceran, but he hadn’t responded to any of her recent requests.

      “We’re on our own, aren’t we?” Eva asked, stepping closer to her. The smoke still swirled around her, draping down her shoulders, as if forming a shirt or a short cloak.

      “For now,” Jayna nodded.

      “He’s not wrong,” Eva said.

      Jayna looked over.

      “But we can’t simply disappear in the city. Not easily. What is your plan?”

      She paused. They were near the far western edge of the city, and the bioluminescent moss on the buildings glowed faintly, emitting a surprisingly pleasing light that filled the streets. There also seemed to be more moonlight out than usual.

      “When we go home, we can plan through things there. Make preparations.” Besides, she had some supplies there that she might need. If they were going to have to take on the Order of Norej, Jayna wanted to be as prepared as possible. She had picked up some enchantments in the midnight market that might be beneficial for any sort of attack. She didn’t want to confront the Order on her own, especially if Norej was one of the twelve, as she was starting to think. If so, then Daratha, as leader of the Order, could be as powerful as Gabranth, perhaps even more so.

      “I could use a glass of wine,” Eva said.

      Jayna wasn’t going to argue with her. She felt like she could do with a glass of wine too.

      They reached their house without any difficulty. There was no sound of boots on the cobblestones, no soldiers, no sense of the Society trailing after them. There was no surge of magic suggesting that somebody from the Order had caught them.

      There was nothing.

      But she didn’t expect Char to defend her again. He had done that once before, hiding her presence—and her actions—from the Society. She doubted he would agree to that another time.

      But what had he done?

      At what point would he decide to betray her?

      She didn’t know, but perhaps he wouldn’t right away.

      Still, she had seen the look on his face when Eva had swirled her smoke around him, using her particular kind of magic to hold Char in place. That wasn’t the look of someone who would protect his friend; that was the look of someone who felt betrayed by his friend.

      Once they stepped inside the home, Eva made quick work of starting the fire, while Topher lit all of the lanterns.

      Matthew took her arm.

      Jayna looked over to him. “You don’t have to stay here,” she said to him.

      “If I didn’t, I can’t imagine the shit your brother would give me.”

      “He would understand. This is not something you can deal with.”

      He frowned at her. “And why not?”

      “We’re talking about a powerful order within the Academy—one that is protected and revered.”

      Matthew shrugged. “I might have a few enchantments of my own.”

      She started to smile, shaking her head. He sounded so earnest, so confident. “I don’t know if any enchantment is going to protect you against a sorcerer, especially somebody that powerful.” And dark, she didn’t add, though she wondered if she even needed to. Matthew was smart, and he probably understood by now that they were dealing with dark sorcery.

      “What about you?” Matthew asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Have you really gone to dark magic?”

      She twisted the dragon stone ring. “Sometimes it feels that way,” she said softly.

      Matthew held her gaze. For a moment, she could almost swear she felt power from him, though she doubted he was using any sort of enchantment against her. Even if he did, he wouldn’t be able to harm her. Matthew was a skilled thief, like her brother, and probably had more enchantments than Jayna was aware of, but that didn’t mean he would use them against her.

      “I heard rumors about what happened in the city a few months ago,” Matthew said. “When I take a job in a city like this, I start to look around, try to see if there’s anything I need to be careful of. Sometimes there are different thieving crews, you know.”

      “I’m all too aware,” Jayna said.

      He chuckled, then looked over to where Eva was tending to the fire. She’d already grabbed a bottle of wine, maybe one hidden by the hearth, and poured a glass. She sat in front of the fire, breathing in deeply and staring at the flames, as if trying to find some secret hidden within them.

      “I heard about the festival.” He looked over to her. “I don’t always hear those sorts of rumors, and never anything to make me think those festivals are real.”

      “They are real enough,” she said.

      “I gathered that. And they grant power?”

      “Apparently,” she said.

      “How did you get mixed up in it?”

      Jayna took a long, deep breath, and looked over to where Topher was in the kitchen, arranging some bread and fruit on a tray to pass around to them. She smiled to herself.

      “At first, because I had to, then because I wanted to.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      “I’m not a dark sorcerer, if that’s what you’re getting at,” she said.

      He watched her for a few moments. As before, she had a sinking suspicion he was calling upon some sort of magic, though she had no idea how he would be doing that. He wasn’t a sorcerer.

      “I wasn’t sure. When I first came across you in the city, I thought you were still with the Society. Then I started digging.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. You’re your own woman now.” Matthew shook his head. “Your brother would be proud.”

      “Stop,” she said.

      “You don’t want him to be proud?”

      “I don’t want to think about what Jonathan would or wouldn’t be. He’s gone. And until I find him . . .”

      Jayna wasn’t sure how to finish. Until she found Jonathan, she wasn’t sure what she was going to do.

      Matthew nodded slowly. “So you’re not a dark sorcerer. You got involved in a different kind of power. And now you somehow hunt dark sorcerers?”

      “That’s the long and the short of it,” she said.

      “That’s not really the long of it. Mostly the short.”

      “Well, I don’t only hunt dark sorcerers.”

      “Dark creatures,” Matthew said, breathing out slowly. “What have you fought?”

      “More than I care to talk about.”

      “You’re going to need help.”

      “I know.”

      “And if they really do have bloodstone, it’s dangerous.”

      “I’m aware.”

      Jayna went to the kitchen and grabbed a glass for herself, then looked over to Matthew, who shook his head. She carried her glass over to the hearth and poured some wine, then sat down next to Eva. Topher joined them, sitting cross-legged with his back resting against the stones of the hearth. Matthew just stood over them.

      “You don’t have to stand there like that,” Jayna said.

      “I’m trying to decide what I’m going to do.”

      “You can leave,” Eva said, swirling her wine but not looking up from the fire.

      “I don’t know if I can. Now that I’m here, and I’m involved in this, I feel like I need to stay so that I can be an active part of it. Besides, I want to protect my good friend Jayna.”

      “Which you don’t have to do,” Jayna said.

      Matthew chuckled. “Of course I don’t, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”

      Jayna shook her head again and looked over to Eva. “So we know the Order is involved.”

      “You think it is,” Eva said.

      “The symbol—the crescent moon, the three dots, the circle. I saw that on the wagon, then saw it tattooed on the sorcerer who attacked me. He had to have been with the Order as well.”

      Eva looked over to her then. The smoke still swirled around her, though mostly around her lips. It gave her something of a sultry appearance. “And you took out a sorcerer that easily?”

      “I guess I did,” Jayna said.

      “I’m not sure how to feel about that.”

      Jayna knew how she felt. “If we have to take on this Order of Norej, I don’t want to be underpowered like I was when we fought the Celebrants of Asymorn.”

      “I didn’t realize we were so underpowered then,” Eva said.

      “You didn’t have me,” Topher said.

      Jayna smiled at him. “I’m not exactly sure this is something you should be involved in,” she said to him. “I know you want to help. And there are ways you could.” At the moment, Jayna had a hard time thinking of what those ways were, but she recognized Topher’s need to feel important. “But fighting dark sorcerers isn’t how you can best be used.”

      “As long as you know I can help,” he said, nodding.

      “Could you do something for me now?” Jayna asked.

      Topher nodded quickly.

      “There’s a box in my room. Could you grab it?”

      He shrugged, getting to his feet, and scurried off.

      “He can be more than an errand boy,” Eva said.

      “I know,” Jayna said. It surprised her that Eva would feel that way, but then again, she had been spending more time with Topher lately. She doubted Eva was sweet on him, though Topher was pretty enough, but she might feel protective of him. That could be good and bad. Jayna wasn’t exactly sure why.

      Matthew looked up at the two of them. “What’s your plan?”

      “Jayna doesn’t necessarily work in plans,” Eva muttered.

      “I sort of go by feel,” Jayna admitted. “Not that it’s always the best strategy, but sometimes it’s the only strategy—if you know what I mean.”

      “I do know what you mean,” Matthew said. “But your brother would be disappointed. He always thought you were the smart one of the two of you.”

      “That doesn’t say much for Jonathan,” Eva said.

      Jayna chuckled. “I think Jonathan saw me as more clever than smart.”

      “I think he saw you as both,” Matthew said. He took a seat, though he didn’t sit cross-legged. Somehow, he made it look almost as if he were holding court with them. It had to be some trick of thieves to make it appear that way. He looked over to Jayna. “Your brother had a good eye for talent. It was how he put his teams together.”

      “Some talent,” Jayna said.

      But if he had put together teams, could it mean Jonathan was working with Gabranth, or did it mean Jonathan was working for Gabranth?

      More questions Jayna didn’t have answers to.

      But when would she have time to learn? When would she be able to find somebody who worked with Jonathan and question them? Gabranth had died, and she had lost her chance to learn more from him.

      “Let me tell you what I think would be best,” Matthew said, “since the two of you don’t seem to have a plan. You know these bloodstones exist in the city. If you can figure out some way to track them down, we can remove them before they explode,” he added, “and then you can decide what you want to do with them and the rest of the Society.”

      “We still don’t have any way of stopping the Order,” Jayna said.

      “Do you really need to?”

      “Eventually.” She tried again to trigger the dragon stone ring, trying to send power through it. If she could figure out some way to signal to Ceran, then she wouldn’t have to do this on her own. She didn’t like the idea of fighting another powerful sorcerer without additional training. She felt helpless. She hated feeling helpless.

      “Well, I can see if there are any enchantments the dular have that might allow us to . . . Where did you get that?” Matthew asked.

      Jayna turned to see what he was looking at.

      Topher returned, caring the lacquered box she had taken from Rosal’s father.

      “Why?” Jayna asked.

      Matthew got to his feet and grabbed the box, pulling open the lid. The bloodstone was still nestled inside.

      “You have this?” Matthew whispered.

      Jayna frowned, setting her wine glass down and getting to her feet. She glanced from Matthew to Topher before grabbing the bloodstone out of the lacquered box.

      “I found this inside of a merchant’s home. His son had one, though he claims he bought it off of a merchant.”

      Matthew frowned. “The box had a bloodstone?”

      “Apparently, some of them have more than one. Someone had used an enchantment to keep the box closed. It took quite a bit of power for me to open.” And she hadn’t been able to do it with sorcery; rather, she had to use her Toral ring ability to open the box. Not that she was going to tell Matthew that right now. His expression looked more troubled than she expected. “Why?”

      Matthew just shook his head. “Gods,” he muttered. “I came to the city on a job, but it wasn’t ready yet. There was another opportunity for me, so I took it. It was a fairly straightforward job, one I hadn’t thought much of. Break into a few different places. Leave behind—”

      “You didn’t,” Jayna said, suddenly knowing where this was going.

      Matthew shook his head. “I didn’t know.”

      “What is it?” Eva asked, her voice faint as she stared at the fire. Smoke still swirled off of her, though she seemed stronger somehow than she had before, almost as if sitting in front of the fire helped her feel better.

      “I think our good friend Matthew here is the reason the bloodstone was in Rosal’s father’s home,” Jayna said.

      “Not just his,” Matthew said softly. “There were seven of them around this central courtyard.”

      Jayna squeezed her eyes shut. “I know the place,” she said.

      Which meant there had been bloodstones delivered to each of them.

      “How many?” Jayna asked.

      “We had to place several in each of the homes,” Matthew said. “I thought it was strange, but I’ve taken stranger jobs.”

      “Several?”

      “Well, we were given three per home. Twenty-one of the boxes in total.”

      And she had only taken one from Rosal’s father’s home.

      “Is the bloodstone as unstable as the others?”

      “Very,” Matthew said. “It doesn’t have to be enchanted to explode. With the right trigger . . .”

      Jayna looked over to Eva. “Well, at least we know what the Order intends. Now if only we could figure out when they intend to do it.”

      “Probably soon,” Matthew said.

      Jayna frowned at him. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I was given a deadline. All of the boxes had to be placed by last night. Why do you think I didn’t find you until tonight?”

      “Why last night?”

      Matthew glanced over to the bottle of wine, lifting it and taking a long draw off of the bottle. He wiped his sleeve over his mouth, shaking his head. “I didn’t even give any thought to it. The job paid well.”

      “I’m sure it did,” she said.

      “I didn’t look into it, but I tried to open one of the boxes.”

      “It was enchanted to stay closed,” she said.

      “The box itself was enchanted?” Matthew asked, looking over to the lacquered box.

      Jayna closed it again, and tried a tracing spell on it, but she couldn’t detect anything within the box. She must have separated the magic quickly enough when she had opened it before.

      “Enchanted, but powerful enough already. I don’t really know. Why?” Jayna said.

      “Well, because if it was enchanted, then now we know the trigger. The box.” He looked at it. “If that thing triggers the bloodstone inside, then the entire thing can explode.” He looked up at her, holding her gaze. “All of those homes will explode.”

      “And the Order will sow discord between the dular and the Society,” Eva said.

      “Why do you say that?” Jayna asked.

      “Each side will blame the other,” Eva said. “I feel like I’ve seen something like that before.” She frowned, though there was nothing else in her eyes that suggested she remembered anything more. Finally, she swirled her wine again, taking a long drink of it.

      Jayna had seen discord like that. It was what Ceran had made a point of showing her. He had wanted her to know about the twelve followers of Sarenoth, who would do something like that.

      Could Daratha be one of them?

      She was leading the Order within the city, but Jayna wouldn’t have expected her to have that kind of power.

      And why Nelar? Why now?

      Gabranth and the Celebrants of Asymorn had just attempted a festival. They had failed, but they had attempted one.

      What was going on?

      She stared at the lacquered box, running her hand along the surface of the bloodstone before stuffing it into her pocket.

      She wasn’t going to leave it in the box, certainly not if it was some sort of trigger.

      “Topher?” Jayna said, looking over to him. He nodded to her. “Why don’t you dispose of that box, then I think I’m going to need you to reach your dular contacts. We might need them.”

      “Need them for what?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. To stop the Order from whatever they’re planning. I fear the dular are going to need to get involved.”

      Jayna went over to the door, pulling it open and looking out into the city. She let her awareness drift, focusing on the presence of magic in the city. She couldn’t detect anything. She probed through the Toral ring, wanting to send the signal to Ceran, but so far, he had remained quiet. Absent.

      She needed him—more than ever. She wasn’t going to take on another powerful sorcerer on her own and run the risk of dying before they got answers.

      She lost track of how long she stood there. She breathed in the humid night air, ignoring its heaviness, ignoring the voice of Topher speaking to Eva behind her, making his plans while she drank wine, and ignoring the weight of Matthew’s gaze on her back. She could practically feel his unasked questions.

      She stared out into the night. She was going to have to do something, yet she felt woefully unprepared to do it.
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      A sudden explosion of fire in the city caught her attention as she stood in the doorway. Jayna still had no idea how long she’d been standing there, but now she couldn’t wait any longer to take action.

      “I think we have to go,” she said without turning.

      “Where?” Topher asked.

      Eva joined her, still holding on to her glass of wine, though she just swirled it rather than drinking it. There was a trail of smoke around her, and her lips were bright red, either from wine or blood.

      “It’s started,” Eva said.

      “I wonder if Char alerted the Order,” Jayna said.

      That fool.

      He likely thought he was protecting the Society, but all he did was alert the Order that Jayna was on to them.

      Which would prompt them to take greater action.

      The Celebrants of Asymorn had known she was in the city, and she suspected that the news of what she had done would’ve spread among the dark sorcerers.

      She started jogging before she knew what she was doing, then turned back, racing to her room to grab a few enchantments and stuff them into her pockets. She hurried back out and Matthew grabbed for her, but she shook him off.

      “I don’t have time,” she snapped. “I can’t wait around while this attack takes place.”

      “You can plan for it,” he said to her.

      She bit back the first comment she had about how she wasn’t a planner the way her brother was, despite how Matthew looked at her. “We can plan on the way.” She looked over to Topher. “I guess you need to come with us. We can talk about what you can do as we go.” She looked over to Eva. “Are you coming?”

      “If they’re using bloodstone and fire, I’m afraid I have to be there.”

      They took off, running to the streets.

      Flames billowed in the sky, and Jayna didn’t need to question where they were—the dular manor homes at the center of the city.

      “You know where you’re going?” Matthew asked.

      “I do,” Jayna said.

      “Then let’s talk about the plan,” Matthew said, having no difficulty keeping up with her. Eva practically floated, as if she were riding on streamers of smoke. Topher was jogging, but he was a strong, robust young man, and she didn’t have any worry that he would struggle to keep up with them.

      “What do you intend?” Matthew asked.

      She had to put out the flames. She had to stop the Order.

      The only problem was that she didn’t know how to do that—she didn’t know how to prevent additional attacks, or do anything else to deter the Order. Worse, Matthew had been hired, but . . .

      “How many others?”

      “What?” Matthew asked.

      “How many others were hired like you?”

      “I don’t know all of them. That wasn’t how this job worked. I delivered nine of the boxes.”

      Jayna turned a corner, noticed several soldiers marching—though in the wrong direction—and veered along a different street, where the moss glowed more brightly and helped them navigate their way more easily.

      “So you did three homes?”

      “I offered to do more,” Matthew said. “The money and all.”

      “Right,” Jayna said. “But they didn’t let you take on any more than that?”

      “I was lucky to get that. Something happened to one of the people they hired.” Matthew shrugged. “Never did learn what.”

      Jayna wondered if that had anything to do with how Rosal had acquired his bloodstone in the first place. A question for another time.

      “How many other bloodstones were there? You said there were three boxes per home, but Eva has seen bloodstone in warehouses, and we’ve seen them in the market, and by my house.”

      Matthew shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe more than what I’d been a part of.”

      For them to accomplish what they had intended, it wouldn’t surprise her that they would have more bloodstones scattered throughout the city. Target the dular. Pit them against the Society. Weaken both sides. Sow discord.

      She pulled out the bloodstone in her pocket.

      There might be something she could do.

      She slowed her pace and began to trace a faint pattern on the bloodstone.

      “What are you doing?” Matthew asked.

      Eva said nothing, but she did raise her arm to block Matthew as he tried to grab the bloodstone out of Jayna’s hand.

      “We need some way to track them, don’t we?” Jayna asked.

      Matthew frowned. “That’s what you intend?”

      She finished the linking spell. “This will allow us to track the bloodstone. Hopefully, if it works, you can tie this to others like it.”

      She focused on it and probed. She felt the energy of bloodstone suddenly surge in her mind. Why hadn’t she considered it before?

      She handed it to Matthew. “Take this. Don’t use it,” she chided, “but go and find the other bloodstones. Start with those in the courtyard, and get it out of the homes first.” If that’s where the explosion had begun, she needed to focus her attention there. She wasn’t sure if the Order would target only those homes, or if that was where they were beginning, but crippling the ruling families would quickly pit the dular against the sorcerers.

      “You want me to do this?”

      “You’re the thief. You’ve already delivered them, so now break them back out.” She nodded to Topher. “I need you to go with Matthew.”

      Topher grinned, and his eyes lit up.

      Matthew glanced over to him. “I can do this on my own.”

      Jayna frowned. She knew Matthew well, and he needed to have someone else there for the purpose of accountability. “I’m not asking. I know you can do it on your own, but you’re going to need help.” She carefully added that last point, not wanting to anger him, but it was more than just that. This was Matthew. “Besides, if they explode on you—”

      Matthew waved a hand as if that wasn’t a concern.

      “Let him help you collect stones. Work together.” She had another idea. “Besides, Topher can create enchantments that link things.” She smiled at him. “We’re going to need that ability of yours, Topher. Hope you’ve been working on it.”

      He hopped from one foot to the other. “I’ve been working on it, but I don’t know if it’s going to work for us. You might not want to rely on it.”

      She squeezed his arm, meeting his gaze. “We need you. All of us. The city. We need Topher the dular. I need that man. Can you do it?”

      He held her gaze for a moment, then glanced over to Matthew. “I can.”

      Jayna turned to Eva, trying to ignore the flames now rising in the distance. They needed to get there quickly, but they had to come up with a plan. Matthew was right about that. She wasn’t the planner her brother was, but she could work through things quickly. And she needed to work through this now.

      “Eva,” she said, “you are going to have the most difficult job.”

      Eva frowned at her. “Which is . . . ?”

      “I’m going to need you to put out all of the fires that pop up. If I have to take on the Order, I won’t be able to deal with fire.”

      Smoke started to swirl around Eva. “There’s only so much heat I can hold.”

      “I didn’t know,” Jayna said.

      “I didn’t know either.”

      Jayna held her gaze. “Do what you can. Draw the fires off, call that power into you, then maybe release it? I might need you in other ways, as well.”

      Eva frowned at her. “It doesn’t work quite like that.”

      “I don’t know how it works.”

      “Neither do I,” Eva whispered.

      Another flame began to lick at the sky, and Jayna started running, the others joining her. She wished she had some way of traveling quickly, the way Ceran had proven he could. They avoided streets where people were coming out to look at the fire, wanting to move as quickly as they could, trying to get to the courtyard.

      “I don’t know if my ability is going to be enough,” Eva said, lowering her voice as she jogged alongside Jayna.

      “I don’t think my magic is going to be enough either,” Jayna said. “But we’ll do this together. As a team.”

      She waited for Eva to argue, but she didn’t.

      It wasn’t the team Jayna would have chosen. She thought about the teams her brother had put together. Most were planned out, detailed, with each member having dedicated roles and responsibilities. She could imagine Matthew thinking that same thing about not choosing this team, knowing his role was not at all planned out, and wishing he worked with a different Aguelon sibling.

      “I will do what I can,” Eva said.

      Jayna leaned forward, lowering her voice. “If Norej is one of the other twelve followers of Sarenoth, then we have to make sure the Order doesn’t succeed. We have to ensure they don’t release another of the twelve.”

      “How do you know they already haven’t?”

      “I don’t,” Jayna said. “But this is what we have to do.”

      When they neared the courtyard and the fires, Matthew looked over to Jayna, pointing to his left. “Your enchantment is telling me I need to go that way.”

      Jayna looked over. She couldn’t tell which of the mansions it was, but didn’t think it was Rosal’s. There were two homes on fire already—two homes where the bloodstone must’ve already exploded—which meant Matthew and Topher had to focus their energy there.

      “That’s it,” Jayna said, looking to Eva. “Do you think you can put those out?”

      “I will do my best.”

      Jayna glanced over to Matthew. “If what you said is right, you still have fifteen bloodstones to get before these other houses explode.”

      “I need some way of opening the boxes,” Matthew said.

      Jayna should’ve thought about that. It was one more thing she hadn’t planned on.

      She held her hand out. “Give me a knife?”

      Matthew frowned, but he hurriedly pulled a knife from beneath his cloak and handed it to her. Jayna wasted no time: She used her Toral ring and poured power out from it into the knife. She let it fill the knife with power. As she did, she could feel that enchantment taking hold, and she handed it back to him.

      “You should be able to cut through the boxes with this now,” she said, hoping it was true. If not, they’d have to carry the boxes out. That would be more difficult.

      “This cuts their magic?”

      “I put something special on it.”

      “Good.”

      “You are going to need to work quickly,” Jayna said.

      “It’s a good thing I have enchantments for just that purpose,” Matthew said.

      “What about me?” Topher asked.

      Matthew frowned, then dipped into his pocket and pulled out a small bracelet. “Put it on. It will help you run fast. It doesn’t seem like time is on our side.”

      “You don’t need stealth. Just speed,” Jayna agreed.

      Topher slipped on the bracelet, and his eyes widened.

      “Go,” Jayna said.

      “What do I do when I’m done with them?” Matthew asked.

      “You’ll bring them to us. I just hope you get to them before they’re detonated.”

      Matthew frowned. “What happens if they’re detonated while I have them?”

      “Then you run.”

      Matthew regarded her for a long moment. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      With that, he darted off, Topher following.

      Jayna turned to Eva, who stared at the first house while smoke trailed around her. “Do you intend to do it from here? You could get closer.”

      “I don’t know if it matters,” she said.

      They made their way carefully forward, but she soon realized they weren’t alone in the courtyard. There was a darkened figure standing not far from them, seemingly waving toward the flames as if to draw them up.

      “Work on the fires,” Jayna said, looking to Eva. “I have something else I need to be doing.”

      Jayna darted forward, away from Eva.

      The woman standing on the far side of the courtyard, near the fountain, was the sorcerer who had been with Char when he and the sorcerers had gone to the midnight market.

      Daratha.

      The head of the Order.

      “There you are,” Daratha said, looking to Jayna. Her eyes went to Jayna’s hand. “A Toral ring. How intriguing. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve known the power of one of those?”

      Jayna hesitated a moment. She had known Daratha would be powerful. “What do you mean?”

      She could feel the fires tamping down, but others might not be. Jayna hoped she still had time. She didn’t know what Daratha intended, or if she was alone, trying to cause these fires. It might be that she came out to make it look like she had nothing to do with it.

      Or her presence was meant to make it appear that the Society was involved.

      Daratha smiled widely at her. “Hasn’t he told you the truth?” She took a step toward her, and Jayna prepared to create some spell to defend herself, but wasn’t sure she needed to. Daratha hadn’t attacked her. Not yet. “Your Sul’toral. Hasn’t he told you the truth?”

      “I know the truth about what you’re doing.”

      “What, exactly, do you think I’m doing?”

      “You placed the bloodstone in these homes, and now you are going to destroy them so you can create a war between the dular and the Society.”

      Delay. Give her people time.

      Daratha was small, petite. She had dark hair like Eva, but her skin was deeply tanned, and she was dressed in the maroon robe of the Society.

      If Jayna were to attack Daratha now, it would appear as if Jayna were attacking someone of the Society.

      Distantly, Jayna was aware of four other sorcerers around the courtyard.

      She had to alert Eva somehow.

      All of them were dressed in the same robes.

      All of them were with the Order. Jayna was certain of it.

      Daratha chuckled, and Jayna pulled her gaze back to her. “Perhaps. Unfortunately, you are going to have a difficult time proving anything when the Society holds you and interrogates you. I’m sure a rogue sorcerer would go over well with the Academy.” She flicked her gaze to the far side of the courtyard. She watched, and Jayna turned, almost instinctively, to see Daratha staring at Eva. “And what do you have there? An interesting woman.”

      Jayna began to pull upon the dragon stone ring. At this point, she thought she had no other choice. Cold began to bloom in her hand, and she winced.

      Daratha looked over, grinning at her. “Your control over your Toral ring is basic. Let me guess, you’re serving Lorash?”

      Was that the name of another Sul’toral?

      She had to stay focused. If the other sorcerers of the Order decided to attack . . .

      But if she could keep Daratha preoccupied, she might be able to give Matthew and Topher time.

      That was what she had to do. Bide her time, delay.

      And she had to be careful that Daratha wasn’t trying to delay Jayna.

      “Who are you serving? Norej—or is it someone else? Inoash?” Jayna watched her, hoping for a reaction, but there was none. “You obviously think yourself powerful.”

      Daratha took a step toward her. “Oh, I am. And I’m someone who has been where you stand. Now I’m someone who has decided to embrace my own path. My own power.”

      “By serving Norej.”

      Daratha cocked her head to the side, sniffing at the air. Her gaze drifted past Jayna, as if she were looking at Eva, but Jayna needed to keep Daratha’s attention and focus on her. Jayna shuffled toward her, preparing more power through the dragon stone ring. Her entire arm had gone numb with cold pain.

      Daratha finally turned her attention back to Jayna. “You know so little. Most Toral know so little. It’s a shame, really, how they think to use you.”

      Now Jayna understood what she was trying to do. Manipulation.

      “Why do you want to use the bloodstone to destroy the city? How will this honor your master?”

      “You don’t understand. You cannot.” She took another step toward Jayna.

      As she did, the moonlight reflected off of Daratha’s hand. She had a Toral ring.

      She had suspected Daratha would be powerful—she likely was as powerful as Gabranth, perhaps more so—but if she had a Toral ring, and had experience with both sorcery and the Toral ring, then she was going to be incredibly powerful.

      Jayna’s lack of experience meant she was at a disadvantage.

      “Are you going to be able to stop two Toral?” Jayna asked, nodding to Eva.

      Daratha started to laugh. “Another Toral? Unfortunately, even the two of you would not be able to stop me.”

      “Eva?”

      Eva looked in Jayna’s direction and seemed to see her standing across from Daratha, then practically glided over. Jayna could see the smoke rising from around Eva, then she recognized the blood dripping from her palms, pooling on the ground. It immediately turned to smoke, and that smoke started to swirl. It began as a spiral working its way up Eva’s body, building with a vibrant intensity as it thickened. More and more smoke began to form, and Eva began to push that smoke out from her.

      Jayna darted forward.

      If she could reach Daratha’s ring, tear it off of her . . . but she slammed into nothing.

      Jayna created a blade of light spell, using sorcery through the Toral ring to carve through the smoke. There was another sorcerer hidden amidst the smoke. One of the four she had seen around the clearing.

      Not Daratha.

      They started to use sorcery. There was a tight tension around Jayna’s arms, and she reacted. She used the snake spell, constricting it around the sorcerer. Every time she used it, she was thankful Gabranth had demonstrated it to her. As she constricted it, she looked over to Eva. She could hold this snake spell.

      “Did you get the two fires out?” Jayna asked.

      “They are controlled, but not out,” Eva said. “I don’t know if I can put them out while helping you.”

      A gust of air suddenly struck, pulling the smoke away, drifting it up into the sky as if a spiral had formed.

      Jayna held on tightly to the snake spell, squeezing the sorcerer. Suddenly, he moaned and collapsed.

      “You can relax,” Eva said.

      “This is one of the Order,” Jayna said.

      “You intend to kill him like you killed the last one?”

      “What?”

      “Like you killed the other one,” Eva said. “I know it was an accident, but it happened. Is that what you want? I know it’s connected to what you fear,” Eva said. Smoke swirled around, creating a buffer around them, protecting Jayna from the possibility that one of the other members of the Order of Norej might attack. “You are afraid of the darkness you glimpse when you draw upon that power. The only way to protect yourself from it is to hold it away.”

      “Like you do?”

      “I can only hold away so much,” Eva said.

      “I am not calling on darkness,” she said.

      “Then relax,” Eva said. “Don’t destroy them if you don’t have to.”

      Was Jayna overreacting?

      She didn’t know, but she released the snake spell.

      “See what you can do with the others. And I will do what I can here.” Eva regarded Jayna for a moment. “But remember: Don’t destroy if you don’t have to.”

      The smoke lifted again.

      It wasn’t Eva controlling it. Jayna was aware of that.

      She looked over to Eva. “Do what you can about the flames. I won’t call on the darkness if I don’t have to.”

      “Find another way,” Eva said.

      “I wish Ceran were here.”

      “Perhaps he cannot be.”

      Jayna frowned. “I wouldn’t have expected you to defend Ceran.”

      “Only when it’s necessary.”

      She strode away, leaving Jayna with her opponents.

      She had to give Eva time to put the fires out.

      As the smoke cleared, Jayna saw Daratha and the three others of the Order reappear.

      Daratha was the difficult one.

      “You’re going to have to go through me,” Jayna said.

      Daratha smiled at her. “Such a waste. A Toral like yourself could easily have done so much more, but you obviously have decided you don’t want more.”

      “I’m doing more.”

      She took a deep breath, focusing on the connection she shared with the dragon stone ring, reaching through that power, trying to pass through the superficial layer of power and touch upon something deeper. As she did, she recognized the darkness that was there and knew she would have to use it. Regardless of what Eva said, she had to call upon as much power as she had available to her—and that might mean she had to embrace that darkness, much like when she had stopped the Celebrants of Asymorn.

      It was there at the edge of her connection. A pull of dark energy.

      Power that flooded into her.

      Then Jayna turned it on Daratha.
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      Jayna focused on the dark energy building within her, focused on its power, and knew she needed to pour that power out so she could release it beyond herself, into Daratha and the others.

      She added a quick spell to concentrate it the power.

      She didn’t need to release all of her power at once; she needed to target the others around Daratha. Daratha was going to try to take all of her focus, all of her strength, and if she were to use too much of her power and focus on Daratha right away, she would end up distracted. It made sense for her to take care of the others first.

      Flames crackled on either side of Rosal’s father’s home. The heat and energy continued to build, though it almost seemed like one of the fires had started to diminish.

      What had happened to Rosal?

      She still had the linking spell to him.

      She pulled that energy through, calling it toward her, warning him to get out. She didn’t know if it was even going to work, but she had to try to signal to him.

      She continued to draw upon dark power.

      Daratha watched her.

      All of it happened in a moment. In that flash of time, that brief flicker, Jayna could feel that dark energy building and a surge of magic.

      She looked past Daratha.

      She had to attack.

      Thankfully, this was the kind of magic Ceran had taught her to use.

      She focused on two blade of light spells, trying to trace them as quickly as she could with both hands, and pushed power out through them as she activated the spells.

      They were powerful, and more controlled than she would've expected.

      The sudden, painful cold in her finger told Jayna what she had done. She had activated them with her Toral ring.

      Daratha braced herself, but the power flowed past her and struck the two sorcerers behind her. They were tossed back.

      Daratha cocked her head to the side as if amused, her dark hair tilting. “Are you more concerned about them or me?”

      Jayna started to twist her hands—the starburst pattern. As she activated it, once again, she used the Toral ring and its painful, cold power.

      Daratha had begun her preparations to finish whatever she intended.

      “Eva?” She was close enough still to hear Jayna’s cry for help.

      “I need time,” Eva said.

      Jayna breathed out heavily. She didn’t know if she had the time.

      The remaining sorcerer behind Daratha darted away. That probably meant they would try to trigger the other bloodstone.

      “You’re going to have to go after him,” Jayna said to Eva.

      “I can’t put out the fires and go after him.”

      “Fine,” Jayna said.

      She had to release the rest of her power. She shifted, twisting her feet in a tight spiral, and used sorcery and the Toral magic. She threw every offensive spell she knew, even trying to add the fireball she had seen on the battlefield, but it never struck Daratha. A sudden, heavy tension in her skin told her Daratha had attacked. Jayna created the pattern for the magic ball, which would offer her a layer of protection, and activated it with her Toral ring.

      It would buy her time, though Jayna didn’t know how much. Maybe only a few moments at best. Given what she suspected about Daratha, she was very likely able to destroy the protection Jayna had just placed.

      “You won’t hold us,” Daratha said.

      “Are you so sure?”

      Daratha chuckled. She swept her hand in a quick movement, a flick of the wrist, and a burst of energy slammed into the magic ball barrier Jayna had erected.

      For a moment, Jayna thought her barrier would hold, but then it failed.

      Maybe she was wrong about Daratha. Maybe Daratha was just as powerful as Asymorn had been. Which meant that maybe Daratha was one of the twelve.

      She tried to reach for that dark power again, and though it was there, already Jayna could feel it constricting around her, the border of energy squeezing inward. She had felt that when she had fought with Asymorn. There was a limit to how much power she could hold, how much she could extract.

      “Are you doing the math? Have you come to realize you don’t have enough control to defeat me? I’ve been working with this power for far longer than you’ve even been alive. I have mastered my Toral ring, I have mastered sorcery, and I have—”

      Jayna attacked again.

      Fireball. Starburst. Blade of light.

      One after another she pushed those spells away from her, activating each one with the Toral ring’s dark power that she had fully embraced. She had to throw as much power as she could at Daratha.

      “Eva?”

      The flames of one house had started to flicker, diminishing.

      “I am nearly ready,” Eva said.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can hold out,” she said.

      Daratha started laughing. “There it is. Honesty.” She took a step toward Jayna. The flames crackling around the courtyard gave everything a horrible illumination, lighting everything in a way that filled Daratha with the heat and energy that surrounded them. There was something awful and wrong about it.

      Her loops of strange, ropey magic began to strike at Eva—something similar to the snake spell Gabranth had used—which forced Jayna to react.

      She used sorcery laced with a hint of her dragon stone connection. Her starburst spell, then the blade of light, then she tried the snake spell, but Daratha blocked each one.

      Smoke trailed off of Eva. There were limits to how much power Eva had, and Jayna worried she would reach those limits.

      She held out a barrier around her to try to protect herself from what Daratha might do and to give herself a little bit of time. She couldn’t see Matthew clearly, though she spied movement in the shadows. He was racing along a roofline. It was dangerous, but she hoped that she gave him enough time—and that he removed the bloodstone.

      That would interrupt at least one of the Order of Norej’s intentions.

      Facing Daratha was different though. Gabranth was a powerful sorcerer, but he was still only a sorcerer. Daratha was more. She was like Jayna, only with experience—Toral power, mastery of sorcery, and in complete control.

      She glanced over to Eva.

      Smoke swirled around her. It was faint, little more than a stirring.

      She needed to buy time for Eva to fill herself with the heat and flames of the building, to tear off the fire of the bloodstone.

      Daratha made a small movement of her fingers, and a dark, purplish energy streaked away from her—pure dark magic.

      Jayna had faced dark creatures. She had faced sorcerers embracing dark magic. Seeing pure dark magic coming from a Toral was something else altogether.

      She reacted.

      Thankfully, Ceran had recently used the ring to demonstrate an effective technique, and she had to hope it would work. Jayna started to pull on that dark power. The ring could hold it. It had to.

      The technique was useful, but also dangerous. She held out her hand, and the burst of power coming off of Daratha began to flow into the dragon stone.

      But it was painful and Jayna cried out as Daratha took a step toward her.

      “Did you really think you could use it against me?”

      The darkness continued to flow into the dragon stone, and she fought, straining, trying to call more and more power into her, but even as she did, she worried it wasn’t going to be enough. She summoned as much power into her as she could, but the last of the dark magic would overwhelm her.

      Could it destroy the Toral ring?

      Jayna wouldn’t have thought so before, but having felt this kind of power, and feeling it again now, she no longer knew. If it was possible, it might shatter the ring, and then she wouldn’t have enough strength. It would depend on what Eva could do.

      Smoke started to flow around Jayna, swirling up and around her, easing some of the pain.

      It reminded her of what Eva had done when Jayna had faced Asymorn. The smoke had drifted into her, seeming to stabilize things for her, as if Eva had given her a bit of ability to withstand the attack.

      Jayna looked over to Eva. “Not on me. Use it on her.”

      Eva's jaw was clenched, and she squeezed her hands tightly, as if trying to push all of the blood out of her. “I don't have enough.”

      “Then why are you using it on me?” Jayna asked.

      Eva turned her attention to Jayna, hands dripping with blood, smoke flowing from her. “Because you might be enough.”

      Jayna had to open herself up to the darkness again. With Eva helping, maybe it would be enough for her to withstand the pain—and the strange longing for power that came with it.

      She focused on the Toral ring, on the darkness at the edge of her vision. It was collapsing in, the energy beginning to fade, but Jayna continued to draw off Daratha’s burst of power.

      As it finally absorbed, the pain easing out of Jayna’s hand, she turned back to Daratha.

      “Perhaps you have learned a little more than I expected,” Daratha said.

      She spun, and another burst erupted, streaking toward Eva.

      “No!” Jayna shouted.

      Eva stood in place, then smoke streamed up from the ground, absorbing the blast before the smoke dissipated.

      The flames she was pulling on inside one of the houses began to fade again.

      Daratha laughed. “She is quite intriguing. I have not seen anything quite like her before.” She then directly addressed Eva. “When this is over, I will need to study you. You will find it most unpleasant.”

      Eva stood with her fists clenched at her sides, an occasional drop of blood dripping to the stones. As she did, the heat was drawn off of the house. The fire was nearly out, but not completely.

      Eva shook her head. She was nearing her limit.

      They weren’t going to be able to stop Daratha.

      “Oh, now look. The Society has decided to join.”

      Jayna glanced over her shoulder and saw Char walking with an older sorcerer dressed in heavy, flowing maroon gowns. That had to be Master Agnew. He had thick glasses, a long, shaggy beard, and he carried a staff in one hand.

      Char watched her.

      “When he learns what you can do, they’ll destroy you. I know what they do to dark sorcerers like you,” Jayna said.

      “He will never learn what I can do,” Daratha said.

      Jayna readied another attack. She opened herself to the depths of the dark power that came from the ring. Gradually, the energy began to drift to her.

      Jayna looked over to Char. Master Agnew was striding across the courtyard, heading toward Daratha.

      “Keep him back,” she shouted to Char.

      “Jayna?”

      “Keep him back. The Order is dark—”

      Daratha attacked.

      She sent a surge of power out, but this one went toward Jayna.

      She could feel the darkness within it, but she couldn’t see it, and she decided to use the Toral ring to absorb the power.

      Hopefully, Ceran would realize what was happening and come for her, but if he hadn't so far, maybe he couldn't.

      She had to mix both sorcery and her Toral magic together.

      She threw spell after spell after her, but Daratha blocked it each time.

      Then Jayna saw a familiar form starting toward her, shooting sparks at Daratha.

      “Rosal, you idiot—”

      Jayna had to protect him now?

      She created a magic ball, surrounding Rosal, then pushed out with as much Toral power as she could. He went tumbling away.

      Daratha turned toward her, grinning. “Such a waste. And unfortunately, you are not nearly strong enough or trained enough. I must admit my surprise that you defeated Gabranth, but he only wanted the power I have.”

      Jayna gritted her teeth.

      “You didn't know, did you?”

      Why was Daratha chatting with her?

      Delay.

      The sudden thought filled Jayna's mind.

      For all of Daratha's taunting, Jayna's Toral ring helped neutralize her to a certain extent.

      But only her.

      There were others.

      Sorcerers strode toward them, dressed like the man she had attacked in the street. She wouldn't be surprised if they had the crescent moon pattern tattooed on them as well.

      Behind them came two others, though they were wearing the crimson robes of the Society—Char, whom she felt coming toward her, and the other had to be Master Agnew.

      And they would target Jayna.

      Of course they would side with the Order.

      Daratha sent a snake pattern toward Jayna, more focused and controlled than the one Gabranth had managed to use. She deflected, knowing she had to be stronger than her. But the pattern constricted. It squeezed around Jayna, and it caused her Toral ring to constrict, as if signifying the dark magic within it.

      Jayna forced it up and away from her, a spiraling power of blackened magic that radiated upward.

      But there was a way to try something else.

      Daratha and the Order of Norej had given her that way.

      She reached into her pocket for a bloodstone. Jayna focused on it, using sorcery and only sorcery. She traced a quick pattern for the starburst spell. She sealed the enchantment to the bloodstone.

      As it took hold, Jayna tossed the enchantment toward Daratha, who caught it as it exploded.

      Jayna had pushed everything she could into the enchantment. She had used all of the knowledge she had of sorcery and anticipated it would destroy Daratha.

      Instead, a dark ring of power surrounded Daratha before fading.

      Daratha strode forward. “Interesting. You have—”

      A blast of fire streaked toward Daratha from Master Agnew, spiraling around her feet and working upward. Daratha looked down, then pressed her hands downward as dark energy flowed from them, which she used to suppress the fire.

      His wrinkled face twisted in only a slight surprise.

      She shook her head. “Unfortunately, Agnew, you have made a mistake.”

      Jayna could feel the Toral ring constricting on her hand, warning her.

      She scrambled forward.

      The last of dark magic streaked away from Daratha, but Jayna pulled on it, drawing it into the Toral ring and absorbing it.

      Jayna was thrown backward, landing on her backside, and looked up. “Char, take Master Agnew and work on the fires on the other house. I’ll take care of Daratha.” She had to hope he could handle the fires, but it might be only Eva who would be strong enough to do that.

      “You don’t command me, child,” Master Agnew said in a whiny voice.

      “Unless you have some particular affinity toward dark magic, you’re not going to be able to stop her.” Jayna got to her feet and held out her other hand, summoning the dark power through the Toral ring. “In case you weren’t paying attention, that was dark magic Daratha pulled upon. The others of the Order of Norej did as well.” She glanced over to Char. “And I’m probably the only one who can stop her.”

      “Who are you?” Agnew asked, studying her.

      She glanced briefly at Char, shaking her head. If only he had believed her. “Apparently, I’m no one,” Jayna said.

      Jayna traced out the blade of light, using the Toral ring to activate it. Her arms were going cold, as was her chest. She had been calling on that power too much and too often. She looked over to Eva, but the smoke that streamed from her was still minimal.

      Not nearly enough to battle Daratha.

      Jayna started forward.

      Daratha laughed. “You’ve done better than I expected. You could be useful. I’m sure Norej would be more than pleased to bring you along, regardless of who your Sul’toral is. They likely haven’t explained the truth of the world to you—how all of us tap into the same source.” She grinned. “Only some people view it as a weakness.”

      “Not a weakness. Dark magic,” Jayna said.

      “Is it, though? What makes this particularly dark and others not?” She smiled at Jayna. “Once Norej is freed, we will finally be able to—”

      “Serve Sarenoth?” Jayna took a step forward. “Or do you not know that? Norej isn’t your ultimate master. He serves somebody else. You’re still a Toral, regardless of how much power and experience you have.”

      Daratha frowned at her. “So little you know.”

      Daratha made a sharp movement with her hand, and a whipcrack of power came streaking toward Jayna, lashing around her legs, and looping toward Daratha. Jayna was knocked back, and the power started pulling Jayna forward, dragging her along the cobblestones.

      She scrambled, trying to find a way to grab on to the cobblestones, on to anything, but Daratha was too powerful. She pulled Jayna all the way over to her.

      Smoke began to stream along Jayna’s body, working its way from her feet up to her head. It was a layer of protection coming off of Eva, but how long would such a protection last? She knew it wouldn’t be long enough. With the kind of power Daratha had already demonstrated, it wouldn’t be enough to withstand her next attack.

      She blasted at Daratha, drawing upon all the power within her and using the Toral magic, but each time she attempted to do so, the power struck emptiness.

      Daratha just laughed.

      Worse, Jayna didn’t know where the other sorcerers from the Order had gone. They were out there somewhere, destroying the homes. Jayna had to stop them before they did. It would be war. Dular versus sorcerers.

      Jayna mixed a quick sorcery pattern she had seen in the spellbook. It was a new spell for her, a complicated star with a circle around it that would give her a burst of strength. It was risky using it now, but what choice did she have?

      She summoned power through the Toral ring as she solidified the power within the spell, then targeted it toward Daratha.

      The spell bounced off of Daratha.

      Still, she was freed from Daratha’s magical bindings around her feet, and she scooted back. The smoke that Eva had drifted outward swirled up, working its way along Jayna’s legs, up toward her head. She breathed it in.

      Strangely, it gave her a sense of peace.

      Calm.

      She needed Eva’s help. Eva was the secret weapon. She was the one the others feared. But Eva was concentrating, trying to draw the flames off of the house. Eva was doing everything she needed to, but she had already grown weak, diminished by the strength of the attack.

      Jayna couldn’t draw on Eva. Eva needed to be left alone.

      Jayna took another deep breath, and she pulled upon more power, sending another blast of the same strength at Daratha. As Daratha blocked it, Jayna had a chance to get to her feet.

      “I’m getting tired of this. You have been interesting to play with, but your delays have only complicated the matter.” She waved a hand. “Now I have to deal with Agnew, and that foolish student who was with him.”

      “You aren’t going to harm them,” Jayna said.

      “I’m afraid, child, you have a lot to learn.” This time, she pressed her fingertips together, and when she spread them apart, a spiraling of power came sweeping out of her hands, and it began to loop around Jayna. It constricted quickly, forcing Jayna’s hands to her sides.

      Daratha started to draw Jayna forward again.

      She fought. With her hands at her sides, she couldn’t create any patterns. The only thing she could do was try to draw through the Toral ring. The dragon stone glowed with a warm heat, and it reminded her of the energy that came off of Eva, but even with that, she didn’t have enough power, energy, or strength to withstand Daratha.

      “Perhaps I shall use you. You might be beneficial if I bring you with me. Unfortunately, it is going to be some challenge to keep you from battling me constantly.” Daratha had pulled Jayna almost all the way to her. “I have yet to decide if you will be worth that challenge.”

      “No,” Jayna said.

      “You have already served one Sul’toral. Why not another?”

      “You’re still just a Toral,” Jayna said.

      Daratha chuckled. “Oh, I’ve become something much greater than a simple Toral through my service.”

      She was trapped. The power wrapped around her was too much for her. Jayna could struggle, but she didn’t have enough sorcery to defeat Daratha, nor did she have enough power within the Toral ring. The only thing she had that might be effective was the bloodstone, but she couldn’t create enough sorcery within it in order for her to escape.

      Why did it have to be sorcery?

      There was another possibility—one that Jayna hadn’t considered, but maybe . . .

      She squeezed the bloodstone through her pocket, ripping it free. She pressed it up against the Toral ring, and focused power in it.

      The bloodstone augmented magic. She had seen it. It worked with dular. It worked with sorcerers. Why wouldn’t it work with dragon stone and her Toral power?

      As Jayna was pulled closer to Daratha, the bands constricted more tightly around her, suffocating her. The power with which Daratha pulled would squeeze everything out of her, yet Jayna needed only another moment. She could feel the energy within the ring flowing out from her, flowing into the bloodstone.

      It felt like they were merging.

      She continued squeezing the power out, constricting that energy into the bloodstone. Eva was there. Her smoke floated up, surrounding Jayna and squeezing down into the bloodstone, joining with her ring’s energy.

      Daratha squeezed even tighter. Jayna fought, using every last bit of energy.

      Then the connection took hold.

      As it did, Jayna pushed power through the Toral ring, through the bloodstone, and out through her hand. This close to Daratha, it struck her at her waist, and a surge of fire began to course up her body. It started slowly, a mixture of flames crackling with the dark energy, then quickly consumed her.

      Daratha cried out. The bands holding on to Jayna fell away.

      She scrambled back.

      Power continued to flow, and Jayna tried to release it, but it was almost as if something were connecting her to Daratha. The power spilled into the dark sorcerer, burning her into little more than ash.

      A soft tinkling hit the stones.

      Jayna licked her lips. She hurried forward and found Daratha’s Toral ring resting on the stones. She slipped it into her pocket.

      When she looked up, she found Eva filled with heat, practically glowing. The fires in one house were out, and surprisingly, Master Agnew and Char had contained the flames in the other house, and were tamping them down.

      Jayna had not managed to stop the fires with sorcery—but Agnew was a powerful and experienced sorcerer. Had she had his knowledge, she might not have needed to depend upon the power of the dragon stone ring.

      A dark shape tried to slip out of the courtyard, but Jayna raised her hand, sending a tight spiral of power. It struck the remaining sorcerer, knocking them down—maybe killing them. She didn’t know anymore. She had pushed out so much power and had lost control, so she no longer knew.

      She sank to her knees. In the distance, she saw a man scrambling along a rooftop, and she hoped Matthew could find the rest of the bloodstone.

      At this point, she didn’t know about that either.
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      The midnight market was empty. The air still stank of the remains of the fire, the burned remnants of the enchantments that had been here, but there was nothing else. Jayna figured that was for the best. She was exhausted. She had used so much of her energy defeating Daratha that she was surprised she could still walk. After the last attack, she had slept for days, and she didn’t want to have to do so again.

      She wondered what would happen to the market now. The Society knew of its location, so she doubted they would leave it here. If it moved, Jayna would have to find where. There were many useful enchantments within the midnight market.

      Of course, that all was based on her thinking she would be staying in the city. She doubted that Ceran would keep her here.

      She twisted the dragon stone ring on her finger. It wasn’t just dragon stone anymore. By pressing the bloodstone up against it, merging the two, she had formed something different. It still connected her to power, but surprisingly, it linked her to greater power than she’d had before.

      She shouldn’t have been surprised by that. She had known bloodstone would draw more power, but she hadn’t expected it to merge with the dragon stone. She had thought she was going to turn the bloodstone into her enchantment.

      She had no idea what Ceran might do or say, but the steady pulsing of her finger suggested he wanted to have words with her, which disappointed her when all she wanted was sleep. Why did he come to her when she was so tired? Why not when she could have used his help?

      “If you’re there, just come out. Otherwise, I’m going back home to get some sleep,” Jayna said.

      A deep chuckling echoed around the courtyard, and a figure emerged from the shadows on the far side. She got to her feet, still twisting the dragon stone—dragon bloodstone?—ring around her finger.

      “You’ve been there,” Jayna said.

      “Of course,” Ceran said. He stayed far enough away so that she couldn’t see him clearly, but she could feel the energy coming off of him, and she suspected he wanted her to.

      “Did you know?”

      She imagined him frowning, though given that she’d never seen his face—not really, not clearly—she didn’t know if he would frown. “Did I know what?”

      “About the Order of Norej?”

      “I have suspected there was power embedded within the Society. I suspect there are many such powers embedded within the Society. I didn't know with any certainty though, and I had not thought they would act so soon after the festival failed.” Ceran was quiet for a moment. “There must be something here that serves Sarenoth.”

      Jayna took a deep breath. She resisted the temptation to draw on the ring, uncertain whether Ceran would recognize the difference in power. He had touched her, giving her a bit more power, but then she had done something different to it.

      “They’ve been defeated,” Jayna stated.

      Ceran laughed softly. “Not defeated. Slowed.”

      “The Toral who led them mentioned other Sul'toral. Those are the twelve.”

      Ceran nodded.

      “And they are connected to a greater power. Like Sarenoth?”

      That was her fear—even more so after speaking to Daratha. There was the dark power Jayna always glimpsed when she called upon power through the Toral ring. And there was the pain she felt. What was that but dark magic?

      Ceran smiled at her. “Do you think you’re serving Sarenoth?”

      It was as if he were reading her thoughts. “I don’t even know.”

      “I have you suppressing the darkness, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “You have me working on your behalf. What if you are one of the twelve?”

      Ceran chuckled. “It’s an interesting concern. Thankfully, as I am not, you need not fear.”

      His reassurance didn’t do enough to assuage her, but she didn’t have anything more she could say to him. She had agreed to serve him—and until she understood the truth, she would do so. At this point, she felt she truly was serving the side of good, even if there were times when she sensed darkness beginning to fill her.

      “Has Norej been freed?”

      She knew what Daratha had said, and thought she knew the truth, but wasn’t entirely sure.

      “Not that I can tell.”

      “How many have been?”

      Darkness seemed to envelop him even more. “I don’t know. They hide. When they were imprisoned, they were not able to influence the world. It was easy to understand why they weren't detected. That is no longer the case.”

      Jayna realized something then. Typically, there was almost a playfulness about Ceran that joined with his mysterious nature. This time, there was something else: worry.

      “It doesn’t look like they’re hiding that well. Between what the Order of Norej has done here, and the Celebrants of Asymorn, along with whatever you showed me . . .”

      “They hide,” Ceran said.

      “Why Nelar?”

      Ceran turned away, sweeping his gaze all around him. “I have been trying to understand that myself. When the predominance of movement progressed this way, it raised the question. Then Asymorn's followers decided to make their presence known. That was unusual. But now another attack. All I can tell is that Nelar sits in an interesting location—a union of power. It would create opportunities.”

      “Opportunities for people like Norej?”

      “Yes.”

      “Asymorn?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what about the others?”

      “There is a danger they will come here as well. As we have seen, Inoash has decided to focus his attention elsewhere. At least for now. I don’t know if he will continue looking beyond Nelar, or looking beyond here, but for now, he is a peripheral threat.”

      “What if he becomes a more direct threat?”

      “Then you will take action.”

      “Me? What about you? I know you think I’m prepared for this—”

      “You are not the only one working for this cause. Others have done the same, but we have lost too many. If only Rayna Qal had not gone silent…” He forced a tight smile. “I will continue preparing you, Jayna Aguelon, but if these others—”

      “Sul’toral,” she said.

      He nodded.

      “And they’re not with you,” Jayna said.

      “No. They most definitely are not. And while you do this, I’m doing what I must.”

      “To slow the darkness?”

      “Sarenoth must not be released.”

      Jayna had so many questions, and she had a feeling that Ceran kept so much from her, questions that had been amplified by her conversation with Daratha. Daratha had known something. If only Jayna hadn’t needed to blast her into dust, she might have gotten additional answers. Yet she might also have been captured and constricted by Daratha. Maybe it was for the best that she had blasted Daratha to dust.

      “What do you want me to do now?” Jayna asked.

      “Wait here.”

      Jayna chuckled. “I’m not so sure I can stay here for too much longer. I’ve now angered the Sorcerers’ Society, along with the dular, and I have started to gain recognition.” With the kind of work she did, recognition wasn’t necessarily a good thing. It was easier to work beneath notice, especially when dealing with dark magic.

      “I don’t suspect you will need to stay here for much longer,” he said.

      “But for now . . .”

      “For now, I would ask that you remain. That is, if you are willing to continue to serve.”

      There was a test in the question, but she only shook her head. “If you’re fighting the darkness, then I’m on your side.”

      “Only then?”

      “That was the agreement,” she said.

      Ceran chuckled again. “That was the agreement,” he repeated and took a step back. “You should be careful.”

      “Why?”

      “You have altered things for yourself. You need to understand just what that means.”

      She frowned and found him focusing on the ring, which suggested he knew. Of course he would know. The ring connected her to him—didn't it? She looked down at her hand, feeling the power within the dragon stone, the energy that had been amplified by the bloodstone addition.

      She held out Daratha’s Toral ring. “Here. This was hers.”

      Ceran held his hand out, taking the ring. He breathed out slowly.

      “All of the twelve are Sul’toral,” she said.

      Ceran nodded slowly.

      “So those who serve them will . . .”

      “Will be like you,” he said. “Some will have more training and experience. Others will not. But you have something they cannot have.”

      “What’s that?” Jayna asked.

      “You don’t long for the power they do. That will protect you.”

      She looked around before turning her attention back to Ceran. “Why do you want me to help you?”

      “There are many reasons, but primarily because there is a need. The twelve have become active. And now it is necessary. Don’t worry, Jayna Aguelon. You will not be asked to do everything yourself.”

      She heard a shout behind her and turned briefly. She couldn’t see where it came from. When she turned back, Ceran was gone.

      She chuckled. All of that, and she still didn’t have better answers.

      She sat for a few moments, debating what to do next, when she had that strange feeling she had experienced several times in the city.

      “You can come out, Matthew.”

      A shadow emerged from nearby. “Better,” he said.

      “Better?”

      Matthew flicked his gaze over in the direction where Ceran had disappeared. “Let me guess, that’s the man you’re serving?”

      Jayna nodded. “His name is Ceran.”

      “What’s a Sul’toral?”

      “I wish I knew. A sorcerer of power.”

      “Are you sure he’s a sorcerer?”

      Jayna considered the answer. In the months since agreeing to serve Ceran, she’d questioned where his power came from. She still didn’t have an answer, but sorcery didn’t feel right. “No.”

      Matthew watched her for a long moment. “You should be careful.”

      “I know I should.” She sighed and looked around the market courtyard. She preferred it with more activity, like it was when she had been there before. Now it was empty, almost depressingly so. “Thank you for your help.”

      He handed her a small, fist-sized leather bag.

      “What’s this?”

      “Bloodstones. I gathered them from each of the mansions, much like you suspected, but then there were another dozen throughout the city.”

      She sighed. “Are you sure that’s it?”

      “As sure as I can be. I used your little enchanted bloodstone to track them. I think I’ve gathered all of them, but there might be more. If so, they aren’t active, or they’ve already been enchanted.”

      Given what she had gone through, she couldn’t help but think they had already been enchanted. She knew that Rosal, and others like him, would probably love to find bloodstone and enchant it to add to their power.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You know, I worried about you after Jonathan disappeared. Then I realized you were at the Academy, so I thought you couldn’t get into too much trouble.” He started laughing. “Unfortunately, it seems that wasn’t true either.”

      “I can’t get into that much trouble,” she said.

      “I am going to worry about you anyway, Jayna. I thought it was bad enough with you studying at the Academy. Getting caught up in the Society is dangerous, though I suspect Jonathan figured he would have had some way to use that connection.”

      “Jonathan wouldn’t have been able to use me.”

      “Maybe not,” he said, “but he would’ve tried.”

      “Well, he shouldn’t have.”

      “Shouldn’t have,” Matthew said, shaking his head. “Who’s to say what should or shouldn’t be done?”

      “What are you going to do now?”

      “I came to the city to complete a task. I haven’t done it yet.”

      “And I presume you don’t want to share with me what that task is.”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      “I know. That doesn’t mean I couldn’t ask.” She was going to be in the city for a little bit longer now—at least until Ceran decided that she would be sent on to a different assignment—and if she was in the city, and if Matthew remained in the city, she worried what he might do.

      He knew about her. He knew what she was connected to.

      It was different than with Eva. Different even than with Topher. At least she spent time around the two of them, and could keep track of what they were doing.

      With Matthew it was a bit more dangerous, and with Matthew’s ability to follow her, Jayna worried he would keep closer tabs on her than she wanted.

      There was another possibility.

      She reached for an enchantment in her pocket.

      “I need to get back to my task. It was nice working with you again, Jayna.” Matthew grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on you—and I’ll keep what I know from your brother.”

      “I know you will,” she whispered.

      She pulled the memory bowl out, focused it on Matthew, and pushed power out through it. The bowl absorbed the trigger, and a swirl of energy started to pull on him.

      Jayna didn’t know how to use it, other than to focus on the memories that needed to be taken out. In this case, she needed to pull out Matthew’s memories of the time he had been in Nelar with her. She needed to take out his memories about how to find her. She needed to remove anything that might lead back to her.

      As much as she had enjoyed seeing an old friend, she couldn’t risk him using what he knew about her in a way that would harm, delay, or prevent her from doing what she needed to do.

      Strangely, she saw the memories swirl, images drawing out, and as they moved toward the bowl, Jayna could practically watch them. There was him jumping from house to house, taking the bloodstones. There was him finding her in the tavern. There was him tracking her through the city, several times—more than she had expected and known about. There were images of him sneaking through a neighborhood near the outskirts of the city. A memory of him with an El’aras, and a burst of the white glow of their power.

      Jayna blinked, looking up at Matthew. That was odd. Unexpected. The only reason there would be a flash with one of the El’aras would be if Matthew were at least part El’aras himself.

      She needed to ask him, but at the same time, she had to finish pulling out these memories. She continued until she removed his memories of reaching Nelar. Then she stopped. She tapped him on the forehead, and he dropped to the ground, falling asleep.

      She leaned over him. “I’m sorry, Matthew. I can’t have you following me.”

      Before leaving him, she hesitated, searching his pockets for a moment. She still didn’t know why he was in the city. It was something he had not revealed to her, though she grew increasingly suspicious that it was tied to the bloodstones.

      She found a hidden pocket in his cloak, worked her fingers into it, and was not surprised that he had tried to keep several of the bloodstones for himself.

      “Just like Jonathan,” she whispered. Her brother would have done the same thing. Maybe not to her, but he would’ve tried to sneak something valuable.

      She left him lying there, guilt filling her, but she had done what was needed.

      Jayna made her way back toward her home. The night was cool, crisp, but the humidity in the air made everything unpleasant. She kept the bloodstones in her pocket, and she could feel them rustling around. They were a key to a greater power, but they were also a key to a more dangerous power.

      She couldn’t release that power.

      She had to hide it from the dular.

      She wasn’t sure if the stones should be destroyed though. More than that, she wasn’t sure if they could be destroyed—not without enchanting them, changing them.

      As she neared her home, she saw a figure waiting in the street.

      Jayna reached for energy through the dragon stone, feeling the power as it burst up through her, and had to tamp it down just a little bit. She called upon far more energy than she had intended. The connection now to the mixture of dragon stone and bloodstone was something she would have to master. It was an incredibly powerful combination, more than what she had used before.

      She created a barrier around herself using the magic ball spell, a protective shell that would keep her from harm if whomever she encountered intended to attack. It was denser than usual.

      As she approached, she realized it was Char.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, glancing from him to the door.

      “I was waiting for you. I knocked, and Eva said you weren’t back yet. She offered for me to wait there, but . . .”

      “Is she drinking?”

      “She had a bottle of wine.”

      Jayna nodded. “Thank you for helping earlier,” she said.

      “What is she?” he asked, nodding to the doorway.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve seen her magic, but I haven’t been able to figure it out.”

      “That’s what you said before,” Jayna told him.

      “But it’s more than that,” he said. “She’s unique.”

      “I suppose.”

      “She didn’t hurt me. She used whatever she did with that smoke to keep me from following you but she didn’t hurt me.”

      “She had no reason to,” Jayna said.

      “I had to go get Master Agnew. I hope you understand that.” Char shuffled his feet, and clenched and unclenched his hands. It was only then that Jayna realized he was carrying something. He had a pack strapped to his shoulder.

      “I understand. I hope you also recognize that Daratha and the others with the Order of Norej were not exactly what you thought them to be.”

      “I recognize that now. How did you know?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “What does it mean that there have been two such attacks in Nelar recently?”

      She debated answering him truthfully for a moment before deciding against it. “I don’t know.”

      Char tipped his head, studying her. “You really are trying to stop dark magic, aren’t you?”

      Jayna started to laugh. “Is that why you came here? Did you doubt whether or not I was interested in stopping it?”

      “I wanted to know. I couldn’t tell, to be honest.”

      “I thought that after what happened with the Celebrants of Asymorn, and how I had practically killed myself stopping them, you would have known that.”

      “You stopped them using dark magic,” he said. “I saw it. Gods, I felt it. And had you not said something about finding magic that can control fire, I’m not sure that either me or Master Agnew would’ve known how to put out that flame. It was the most complicated fire I’ve ever been around. Dark magic.”

      “It wasn’t dark magic,” she said, though she wasn’t sure if she tried to convince Char—or herself.

      “Jayna, I’m a sorcerer. I felt what I felt. There was enough power there that I recognized it.”

      Jayna wasn’t even sure whether her own magic, and the energy through the Toral ring, was dark magic. If it was, then perhaps Matthew was right: She did a bad thing to stop even worse things.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Char went on. “After what I saw this time, I realize it doesn’t matter. You’re trying to stop dark magic.”

      “I am.”

      “I didn’t know there was so much.”

      She snorted. “More than even I realize.”

      “Will there be another attack?”

      She looked around the streets. Everything was quiet and calm. For now. This was a place where different magic came together. Ceran had guided her here for a reason. Now she had to fully understand why—and what it meant for her.

      “There might be,” she said. She felt differently about Char than she had about Matthew. Maybe because she knew Char in a way she’d never known Matthew. Maybe it was because of the linking spell between them, something that had bonded them. Or maybe simply because it was Char—one of her closest friends, or at least he had been before she had abandoned the Academy. “Asymorn is an ancient sorcerer of power. Norej is as well.”

      “Norej?”

      Jayna nodded. “Not just the name of an Order that some within the Society serve. A powerful sorcerer.” It was easier to call him that than to explain the Sul’toral. “I don’t think Norej is freed. There were twelve imprisoned sorcerers who followed somebody called Sarenoth. He’s the dark power they serve. Gabranth tried to free Asymorn and Daratha tried to free Norej. I don’t know what would happen if they were to succeed.” She shook her head. “I don’t really understand all of it, only that I am somehow caught up in trying to stop it.”

      “And this is why you left the Academy?”

      She started to laugh. “If only. I hadn’t known about any of this. I was brought out to learn to use magic to stop darkness”—and to find her brother, but that was a different matter—“but the kind of darkness I had been dealing with was simpler, at least at first. Gabranth and the Celebrants of Asymorn were the biggest adversaries I’ve had to deal with.”

      “Obviously you’re good at what you do.”

      “I’ve gotten lucky so far.”

      Char smiled at her. “Do you really think it’s luck? I think it’s a measure of skill. You’ve always been skilled, Jayna, and smarter than most at the Academy. And now you’re getting a measure of power.”

      “I don’t know if I can ever go back,” she said.

      When she had first followed Ceran, there had been a part of her that had believed eventually she’d be able to return to the Academy, finish her studies, and become a sorcerer within the Society, as she had wanted all along. There had been a part of her that had thought this was just going to be temporary, nothing more than that.

      Now she could no longer feel that way.

      Having attacked sorcerers within the Society, and learning what she had about them, she no longer knew if such a thing would even be possible. How could she return when she had fully experienced the darkness in the world, and possibly even darkness within the Society?

      “I wish you could, but I don’t know if you should,” Char said.

      “I don’t know if I could, but I know I shouldn’t. What I’m doing is necessary.”

      He watched her for a moment, then shook his head, slipping the pack off his shoulder and handing it to her. “I brought this for you.”

      She took the canvas satchel from him. “What is it?”

      “You told me you need it. I wasn’t sure, not at first, but after what happened . . .” He shrugged. “I figured you needed it more than I do.”

      She reached inside and found two massive spellbooks. “Oh.”

      “This way, you can continue to study sorcery. If you’re going to face whatever you’ll have to face, you could use this. I don’t want you to end up attacked because you didn’t have the necessary resources.”

      “Thank you.”

      He looked around the street. “I really should get going. Promise me this won’t be the last time I see you?”

      Jayna nodded. “I promise.”

      “Don’t make me come back out here.”

      “Is that so bad?”

      He flicked his gaze to the door. “I suppose not—as long as Eva doesn’t attack me.” She laughed softly, then Char stepped forward, wrapping his arms around her in a quick hug. As he started to pull back, Jayna kissed him on the cheek. He flushed slightly. “Be careful.”

      With that, he started off.

      Jayna watched until he turned the corner, disappearing from view. She pushed open the door and closed it behind her, sealing it with a burst of magic—more than she had intended.

      She leaned on the door.

      “I’m glad it’s all over,” Topher said from the doorway leading to one of the back rooms—Eva’s room.

      Had he been back there sleeping again? “For now,” she said.

      He frowned at her. “You don’t think it’s all the way over?”

      She thought about the things she had seen with Ceran, and everything she had started to learn about the other Sul’toral. “Unfortunately, I think this is just the beginning.”

      Topher glanced over to Eva who was sitting by the fire. “Then you’ll be needing my help.”

      “You don’t need to stay with us.” Jayna wasn’t exactly sure she wanted him to stay with them. There were times when she didn’t even want Eva with her.

      “You need me. You may not know it yet, but you need me.” He grinned at her, then he spun, heading into Eva’s room and closing the door behind him.

      Jayna just shook her head. Maybe they would need him. He had been helpful. He had a way about him, foolish but pretty enough—though in her experience, the pretty ones usually were foolish.

      “What was that?”

      Jayna looked over to see Eva sitting up. A bottle of wine rested next to her and a glass was filled, but she simply sat there, holding it. The flames crackling in the fire were warm, not excessively hot.

      “That was Char.”

      “He stopped by before.”

      “That’s what he said. He wanted to leave me a couple of spellbooks.”

      “Did he? What does he want for them?”

      “My friendship.” She peeled herself off of the door, carrying the satchel over and taking a seat across from Eva. Maybe a glass of wine wouldn’t be so bad.

      When she leaned back in the chair, Eva watched her, biting her lip. A bit of smoke swirled out and around her.

      “What’s wrong?” Jayna asked.

      “All of this,” she muttered.

      “I realize it’s been challenging.”

      “Challenging. It’s been more than challenging.” She fell silent for a moment before shaking her head. “As I was pulling the flames off of that building, some of my memories came back.”

      “That’s good.”

      “I thought so—at first.”

      “Why only at first?”

      Eva looked down into the glass of wine, swirling it slowly. “I think I can make bloodstone.” She looked up, holding Jayna’s gaze. “I can feel it responding to me. I don’t know what to make of it, but it seems to react in ways that it shouldn’t unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      Eva looked back down. “I think I’m the source of it.” She took a long drink before lowering her glass and wiping her lips with her hand. “What does that mean?”

      Jayna shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t have those answers, but the two of us will figure it out. Together.”

      Eva watched her, smoke swirling softly around her mouth, then she lifted her wine glass, tipping it back and taking a long drink before setting it down. “Together.”
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      The next book in The Dark Sorcerer: Smoke and Memories
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      Dark sorcery, powerful enchantments, and lost secrets are key to Jayna stopping a deadly attack.

      Having stopped two dark sorcerers and changing the power of her Toral ring with the dangerous bloodstone, Jayna has become a target. A dark power is coming for the city of Nelar, and Ceran has tasked her with remaining vigilant.

      What comes is something Jayna is completely unprepared to face.

      Attacks have pitted the Sorcerers’ Society against the ruling dular, but there’s an even greater danger—someone with magic like Eva.

      Jayna has to stop a war, but how can she when she doesn’t know who’s involved?
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A City in Ruin. 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.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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