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      Jayna crouched down in the small clearing in the forest and traced a circle on the ground, preparing herself to perform the complicated pattern for the spell—first, she drew a star shape, then added several triangles around it, using the dirt and leaves to make markings in the earth. The combination of shapes had obvious benefits, though she didn’t need to think about what those benefits were. She needed to focus on making the pattern first, and afterward she could contemplate how and why it worked.

      “You have to keep moving steadily,” Eva said.

      Jayna looked up from making the pattern in the dirt, a mixture of dusty earth and rotting leaves. Some of the leaves were still damp from a rain that she didn’t remember having fallen in the forest any time recently. “I am moving steadily. I’m just trying to wrap my mind around the pattern here.”

      “What is there to wrap your mind around? Just make the shape.”

      Eva rested her head back against the tree trunk, her eyes barely open. She sounded annoyed, which was probably because she didn’t have her typical glass of wine. Jayna had dragged her out into the forest before Eva was given that opportunity.

      “Sorcery is complex,” Jayna said, smiling to herself as she recited the words she had learned in her earliest days at the Academy. “It takes a mixture of knowledge and understanding, but it also takes some potential. I can influence the potential by augmenting the knowledge and understanding that I possess.”

      “It looks to me like it’s a series of patterns and shapes that have to be drawn carefully,” Eva said.

      “Do you want to try this?” Jayna asked.

      Eva arched a brow. “You have got to be kidding.”

      “You do have your own kind of magic. I wouldn’t be surprised if you could do the same thing.”

      “Just because I have some innate potential doesn’t mean I can use your kind of sorcery.”

      Jayna smiled to herself. “I think you’re scared.”

      She continued tracing the last of the interlocking triangles that would create a link around the star. They were designed to contain the power that she pulsed through the star, and once she solidified the spell, she then had to add several different ingredients that she had brought with her: a strand of horsehair, the powder from bristenfruit, and the oil of lirnat leaves. Those hadn’t been terribly hard to acquire, but difficult enough that she didn’t like the idea of wasting them if she didn’t create the pattern correctly in the first place.

      “I’m not scared,” Eva muttered. “I just think all of this is useless. You’ve even said yourself that your connection to the Toral ring has increased. Why bother with all of this when you have more power than you’ve ever possessed before?”

      Jayna paused, though she shouldn’t have. Pausing while making the pattern was a mistake, much like Eva said. Not that she disrupted the pattern, but she invited the possibility of irregularities appearing in it. “It’s because I have more power through that ring than I ever had before that I’m doing this,” she said. She twisted the dragon stone ring on her finger. Ever since trying to enchant the bloodstone, a powerful stone that had proven capable of drawing even more power, the dragon stone had altered. There was a layer around the pale white of the dragon stone, a crystalline, almost reddish hue that had formed around the ring and changed the way it worked for her.

      “You understand why I’m doing this,” Jayna said.

      Eva sat up, dusting her hands across her white dress. Somehow, even in the forest, Eva managed to keep her dress clean. She kept all of herself clean. Her pale skin took on a hint of a glow, and only her raven-dark hair carried the shadows of the forest.

      “I understand that you’re doing it because you’re afraid.”

      Jayna just shook her head. “It’s not fear. It’s preparation. I need to be ready for Asymorn. Norej. Sarenoth.” She looked around as she said each of the names. She had no idea if they had any way of tracking any mention of their names and she wanted to be careful. The closest she had come to any of them was when she had encountered sorcerers who served them—and another Toral like herself.

      Then there was Sarenoth.

      Jayna started forward, dragging her toe a little deeper through the earth, kicking up a bit of leaves and debris as she did. Outside of the city, she didn’t fear the Society detecting her magic, though even if they did, she no longer knew if that posed a problem for her. She had helped the Society.

      “I could use your help,” she said. “Rather than sitting there, commenting on how little I know and how much I’m afraid, you could offer me some assistance.”

      “How can I help? You made it quite clear that I’m not a sorcerer.”

      “I think it’s the opposite. Every time I’ve asked for you to participate in any type of sorcery, you tell me that you aren’t a sorcerer.”

      “I’m not,” Eva said, leaning back.

      “See?”

      “What am I supposed to say? There’s no doubt that I’m not a sorcerer. There’s no way for me to use the kind of magic you possess. Even if I wanted to—and I don’t—I don’t have the years you’ve trained at the Academy to fall back on the same way you do.”

      Jayna breathed out slowly. Years. When Eva said it like that, it brought home the truth of what she’d gone through, and the truth of what Jayna had abandoned by accepting this new responsibility. Years. That was what she had traded. All the time she’d spent at the Academy learning how to be a sorcerer, intending to rise within the Society so that she could use her abilities to suit their needs. Now all of that was gone. All of that was wasted. If she had remained at the Academy, she might have taken a post much like Char had taken—then what?

      Jayna wouldn’t have been content. Even when she’d been at the Academy, she had a certain restlessness about her. It had come from a need to get moving, to keep digging, to learn more than what the instructors were willing to teach. It had come from her desire to try to find the answers that seemed just out of reach.

      “You don’t have to look so sullen like that,” Eva said.

      Jayna smiled slightly. “That’s funny coming from you.”

      “I have reasons for my sullenness.”

      “Just because you don’t remember what happened before we met? That isn’t an excuse.”

      “I’m sorry, I thought my emotional trauma was a good enough reason for me to act this way.”

      “Everybody has emotional trauma,” Jayna said. She flicked her gaze to the open spellbook resting on the ground nearby, and made a mental note of the pattern she needed to complete. She was close enough now that she thought she could hold on to the pattern, but she wanted to finish powering through the outline before she attempted the next part of it. It slowed Jayna quite a bit to have Eva sitting nearby, making comments, but she still thought she had enough control with this.

      She neared the end of the pattern, then stopped.

      She heard something. Jayna wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but she was certain it was out there. She looked up, out into the forest.

      “Did you detect anything?” Jayna asked Eva.

      Eva scarcely lifted her head. “If this is some way for you to delay things . . .”

      The ring on her finger started to constrict, and Jayna frowned, starting off without even hesitating.

      “What now?” Eva’s voice carried too loudly through the trees, but Jayna ignored it.

      A dark creature.

      There had to be one here.

      They had come across quite a few different dark creatures in the forest since she had come to Nelar, but none over the last few weeks.

      The ring stopped constricting.

      So Jayna stopped. She was in a denser part of the forest, darkness surrounding her.

      She waited, but the constricting didn’t return.

      When a surge of heat came from behind her, she spun to see Eva approaching, practically floating as she made her way toward her.

      “Did you find anything? You’ve been so restless these days, maybe it would be good for you to come across another dark creature. Perhaps not one of the dwaring,” Eva said with a hint of a smile, “but maybe hitarin or covis or—”

      Jayna frowned. When the constricting still didn’t return, she started back the way she came.

      “I haven’t been restless.”

      “It’s only been my imagination,” Eva said, shaking her head.

      She paused at the clearing, then returned to the pattern she had been working on.

      There was no point in delaying this anymore.

      Rather than trying to drag her foot through the rest of the pattern, she stepped away from it and onto a large boulder near the edge of the clearing, looking down upon what she had created.

      As much as she hated to admit it, Eva might’ve been right. She had created a bit of irregularity with her halting movements. For the most part, the star looked to be relatively intact, as did most of the triangles that ringed it, but there was an uneven spot along the border of one of them that she worried wouldn’t hold the contents of the spell as she powered through it.

      She either had to try it and hope it was effective, or she had to erase the triangle with the uneven spot and start again, which might mean that she would need to erase all of them and start from scratch. The patterns had to be layered in a consistent manner or everything reset.

      Of course, they didn’t have a whole lot else they were doing today. They didn’t have a whole lot else they were doing these days in general. Preparations. That was about it. They had spent their time in Nelar getting ready for additional attacks—at least the possibility of additional attacks—in addition to chasing down the occasional dark creature.

      But Jayna was happier doing this for now. She didn’t need to go running after dwaring or shiisii or any of the other awful things Ceran had her chasing down.

      “What are you waiting for?” Eva asked.

      Jayna shook her head. “I am debating whether or not I need to redo this one.”

      “Redo it? You have been standing there for the better part of five minutes thinking about what you’re going to do.”

      “Sorcery can’t be sloppy.”

      Eva snorted.

      The entire purpose of all of this was for her to practice making these larger patterns so that she could eventually transfer and use that same level of control to make enchantments in a more skillful manner. That was one part of what she needed.

      There was more to it, which she suspected Eva knew. It was probably the reason Eva taunted her a little bit about everything. Jayna wanted to know if she could do it—if she was capable. After having left the Academy, and having abandoned what she had trained for so long to do, she still wanted to know whether or not she could be a sorcerer. She believed she had the necessary skill, but at the same time, having not had the need to do it, she didn’t know if she could.

      Sloppy.

      Though a sorcerer’s magic needed to be neat and tidy, there was a time when a little bit of a mess didn’t matter. There was an advantage to simply attempting a spell, rather than fumbling around, waiting for perfection. There was an advantage to simply getting that magic out into the world.

      Eva watched her, almost as if she knew Jayna’s thoughts.

      Jayna jumped down and reached into the leather pouch she had slung over her shoulder. She grabbed the strand of horsehair, along with the other two ingredients, and carefully placed them into the center of the marking. Once they were situated, she leaned her hands forward, pressing outward with just a hint of power within her.

      “Are you doing it?” Eva asked.

      Jayna ignored her. At this point, she needed to focus on her concentration and control over her magic. If she lost that concentration because of Eva, there was no telling what might happen with the spell. It was more likely than not that it would go awry, and she would end up with magic streaking off in ways she didn’t intend, possibly hitting buildings—or people.

      She called upon the power from some place deep within her.

      Sorcery had always been a part of her. She had known it since she was young. Maybe not in the same distinct ways that she did now, but she had always known she had magic. It had come when she was very little. Things had happened that shouldn’t have. At first, it had been small accidents. Unintentional spells. That was the way it started with all sorcerers. It came as a burst of power, and she remembered her parents’ reaction when she had first demonstrated magic by opening a cabinet. Both of her parents had potential, though Jayna didn’t think that either of them were within the Society. Dular, more likely than not, but they had not revealed that themselves.

      She had to push those thoughts aside.

      The training from the Academy always came to her as she focused on the magic within her. The Academy had taught her that there was a bubble of magic within her, and accessing magic was a matter of accessing that bubble. Most of the time, it happened instinctively. When she used the Toral ring, however, she simply summoned the power within the ring, letting that flow out from her. It came from something else, the Toral ring connecting her to a greater magic that she couldn’t access otherwise. When she used other power, such as sorcery, it required that she channel her power in a very specific manner.

      In this case, Jayna needed to harness that energy and send it flowing through the pattern, which would then envelop the other ingredients and fold it all into the spell. Together, it created something more potent than each one individually. Her magic acted like an oven, adding heat to the ingredients she mixed.

      “If you wait long enough, you’ll find some dark creature here.”

      Jayna looked over, shooting her a hard stare. “You’re going to help me if I do anyway.”

      Eva shrugged. “No, but I would watch.”

      The power poured out of her in a trickle, easing up, and flowing distantly, slowly, into the pattern.

      It tracked around the perimeter of the pattern before finally settling upon the star where she could practically see the magic shimmering into the spell, then it folded. There was something about that shape that caused it to not only hold on to her magic, but also to fold the power upward and turn it into something else.

      She waited a moment, then another, and finally the power exploded through, coalescing and twisting, shrinking down. With a burst of pale-white light, the spell expanded before collapsing back downward again.

      When it was done, the pattern had erased from the ground. The oil and the powder were gone. The only thing remaining was the strand of horsehair, and that had thickened, looking now like a small twig.

      Jayna stared at it. “I think it worked.”

      She reached down, picking up the horsehair twig. While it felt smooth and warm, it was also a little bit unpleasant and somewhat slippery; strangely enough, she could feel the energy within it. There was a sort of earthy quality to it, as if the spell had taken on some of the magic of the forest that she had used in its creation.

      “It doesn’t look like much. You could have done that back home,” Eva said.

      Jayna snorted. “I’m not sure I could have used a pattern like that. Besides, I’m just practicing. And there’s a reason I came out here anyway. Now that we know the forest itself has a natural defense to it that disperses sorcery so they can’t detect it, I can practice more openly.”

      There was something about this forest that served to contain magic, holding it inside. She had no idea if there was something special to this forest, or whether it was simply the fact that it was here, outside of the city, distant enough from Nelar. Whatever it was, the magic dissipated quickly, and didn’t reach the city.

      Which meant that it didn’t reach the Society.

      “And I don’t have to worry about him scolding me for my unregulated sorcery,” Jayna continued.

      “Aren’t you past that with him?”

      “I thought so, but I don’t know.”

      “So you don’t know if Char would report you to the Society either.” Eva started to laugh, getting to her feet and wiping her hands on her dress for a moment before coming over and leaning down to evaluate the branch that had formed with the spell. “He’s your friend, isn’t he? I thought that connection you two shared would keep you safe.”

      “He doesn’t owe me anything,” she said.

      “Whoever said he owed you anything? I’m just saying that he’s your friend. He would want to make sure he keeps you safe. By reporting you to the Society, it would . . . I guess I don’t really know what it would do,” Eva said.

      “I don’t either,” Jayna said. “At this point, maybe nothing.”

      Though she wasn’t entirely sure. It was possible that he would report her to the Society. Char claimed he wanted to protect her, but at the same time, his allegiance lay with the Society and the sorcerers within it. Plus, he believed her to be a dark sorcerer, or at least to have the tendencies of one. If Char believed he was saving her by reporting her to the Society, then she truly thought he would do so.

      Jayna glanced down at the spellbook. “This one worked, so now I’m going to try another.”

      “Oh, good. I was worried this was going to be the only stick you made.”

      “It’s not just a stick,” Jayna said. She tapped on it, and though it still felt slightly slick, she could also still feel the bit of power trapped within it. “It’s supposed to be a wand of vapor.”

      “You’re creating weapons,” Eva said. “And that’s just one more weapon. It’s not how you’ve used magic before.”

      Jayna stuffed the wand into her satchel. “I’ve used magic to protect. I still will.”

      “By creating weapons,” Eva said.

      “There are reasons.”

      Eva chuckled, leaning back against one of the trees, sweeping her gaze around the forest. She bit her lower lip, and a bit of smoke trailed out, sweeping around her head and neck, then down her shoulders. “Reasons. I seem to remember that you have your own particularly beneficial way of attacking. If only you were willing to do it.”

      “I’m not going to use the Toral ring to attack every time I need to.”

      Jayna looked down at the ring, twisting it. It had a similarly slick feeling to it as the wand had. Maybe there was some oil used in its creation as well, though she didn’t really know. All she knew was that the bloodstone she had used on it had transformed it.

      Eva had recently suggested that her people had some way of creating bloodstone, and though she hadn’t attempted it, Jayna wished she would. With bloodstone, any magic Jayna might create would be augmented and incredibly powerful, especially considering the kind of magic that she was normally able to make.

      “I don’t know why you fight it,” Eva said. “You’re the one who accepted it. It granted you whatever powers you want to use it for.”

      “It’s not just the power. It’s the pain,” Jayna said softly.

      “I understand pain. But it’s not just the pain for you.”

      Jayna looked up, holding Eva’s gaze. “What do you want me to say? That I can deal with the pain when I use it?” Even though it was a burning cold that worked through her, she had learned to tolerate it. “That I’m afraid of the darkness when I use the ring? You know that. I’ve told you that before. The more I access the power within the ring, the more I begin to question whether that darkness is going to come for me. The more I begin to worry that if I were to dive into that power, it would change something for me.” She squeezed her eyes shut. It wasn’t just changing something for her. It was that she feared it would change her.

      Jayna opened her eyes when she felt a strange energy in the air. It had come from nearby, though she wasn’t sure what it was.

      “What was that?” she asked, glancing over to Eva. “That’s not a dark creature.”

      “I didn’t feel anything. Was it in the city?”

      “It came from around here. The forest.”

      It was from a different direction than the one they’d followed to chase down the dark creature.

      Was there another?

      Inside the clearing, Jayna traced a small circle into the ground, then added several different smaller elements to it—triangles, stars, and squares, items that would be able to power any sort of sorcery she would add—then she pushed power out into it, which exploded away from her, washing outward in a wave and over something.

      “There is something here,” she whispered.

      She twisted the dragon stone ring.

      When she did, she could feel energy beginning to build within her, pain shooting through her immediately, almost as if the ring were waiting for her to simply call upon it.

      That was new.

      When she had drawn upon that power before, when she had felt that magic flowing within the ring, she had been able to access it, but it had never come to her quite like this. It had never been simply there, waiting at the outskirts of her ability to detect it.

      “Eva?”

      Eva had both hands clenched at her sides. Blood dripped from her palms where the spiked enchantments she held broke the skin. When her blood struck the ground, it immediately turned to smoke and drifted out and away from her, as if alive. It was Eva’s strange use of magic.

      Eva pushed, and the smoke flowed.

      “Now I can feel something out here,” Eva said softly.

      Jayna reacted. If it was somebody coming upon them—and she feared dark sorcerers, including those belonging to the Order of Norej, or one of the Celebrants of Asymorn—she needed to be ready. She drew the painful power out through the Toral ring and reacted, sending it out in the same circle she had used for the sorcery. It washed out from her, creating a powerful band that swept away and struck something.

      Jayna glanced back to Eva. “Wait here.”

      “I’m not waiting here.”

      Jayna ran into the forest, ducking between branches over uneven ground, until she located where she had felt the resistance to the power she’d pushed out through the Toral ring.

      Smoke, as if a fire had burned, though only a hint of smoke remained.

      “Was this you?” she asked, glancing over to Eva.

      She stepped over to Jayna, biting on her lip. “It was not.”
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      Jayna made a steady circuit around the clearing, sweeping her gaze around as she worked, holding her hand out from her as she pushed power beyond herself. She used sorcery this time, not the Toral ring, though it would have worked better to detect what was out there.

      Eva remained motionless standing between the trees, breathing in and out slowly. There was an energy within her, and it seemed almost as if she was trying to test the smoke they had encountered, as if she was afraid of it.

      “Do you detect anything here?” Jayna asked.

      Eva opened her eyes. There was only a faint swirling smoke around Eva, but as usual, Jayna didn’t perceive anything from it. It was simply there. “No. There is nothing here.”

      “The smoke looked like—”

      “I know what the smoke looked like,” Eva said.

      “And it wasn’t yours?”

      “If it were mine, I would have told you.”

      Jayna nodded slowly. She was right, but that didn’t make it any easier for her.

      She wasn’t at all sure what to make of this. The only thing she knew was that there had been some pressure, some smoke, then . . .

      It had been nearby.

      That mattered.

      “They weren’t that far from us,” she said.

      “They were not,” Eva agreed.

      “I don’t like it.”

      She made another circuit around the clearing, pushing out with a tracking spell. It was a matter of using a burst of energy that flowed out from her, cycling it in a steady pattern, but there was nothing.

      “I don’t . . .”

      Jayna leaned down. There was something on the ground.

      A footprint?

      She shook her head. Not a footprint. It did look like some sort of animal print though, and it was near enough to where they detected the energy that she thought it couldn’t be coincidental.

      “Come over here,” she said to Eva.

      Eva gave her an annoyed look, and she relaxed her hands. The smoke began to ease away, drifting a little. She joined Jayna, looking down at the ground. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”

      “Whatever is down here. Do you see anything?”

      “I see a scuff mark on the ground.”

      “What do you think of it?”

      “I don’t know. Some sort of animal came through here. Maybe a wolf. There are other creatures that prowl through the forest—as we both well know.”

      “There are,” Jayna agreed. “But do they prowl so close to where we detected this strange magic?”

      Eva shot her a look. “Now it’s strange magic?”

      “It’s something. Not dark, or I would have felt it differently.” She looked up. “You can’t deny that you felt power within it.”

      “I felt some power, but I don’t know what it means.”

      Jayna shook her head, looking around. Now that she had seen one of those markings, she looked for others, but she found nothing as she circled the clearing.

      “Maybe it was nothing,” she muttered to herself.

      She flipped open the spellbook and began to sort through the pages.

      “What are you doing now?”

      She glanced over to Eva. “I was looking to see if there might be a way for me to track more power here. Given that we know there was something here, I wanted to see if I can find anything left behind.”

      “I see,” Eva said.

      “You don’t have to be so supportive.”

      “Obviously.”

      Jayna had studied the spellbooks enough since Char had given them to her that she knew where to find the type of spell she wanted.

      It would be a bit more focused than what she had used before. Then, she had come up with a spell to track the resistance to power, but now she wanted to search for a particular thing.

      She could use that marking on the ground for her search and see if she could follow it.

      If she had some way of capturing some of the smoke before it had drifted away, she might’ve been able to use that to track, but unfortunately, it had faded too quickly. Following that smoke was an opportunity Jayna couldn’t pass up. Not for herself, though. Eva wanted to know more about her kind of magic.

      She found a spell that might work.

      She started reading through the spell, whispering the words. It involved hand movements in the air rather than anything placed on a concrete sort of substrate. The distinction fit the purpose. With this spell, she wanted to let the energy dissipate away from her, to be carried out on the wind, and to do that, she had to place a marking, a binding of sorts, onto the wind and then push her power out through it in order to carry it.

      “Grab me a bit of dirt from where we saw that paw print,” she said to Eva. As Eva collected it, thankfully not arguing, Jayna held on to the pattern. This was a flicker of several lines of energy that she pushed outward, and as soon as Eva brought a fistful of dirt, Jayna nodded. “Throw it right there.”

      “Throw it?”

      When she nodded, Eva tossed the fistful of dirt at the pattern Jayna held.

      For a moment, there was nothing.

      Then she surged power into it.

      She could feel the spell taking hold. It was incredible. There was something quite relaxing about drawing upon the magic she had learned at the Academy, using power like she had once used, and now that she had the books, she would much rather use that kind of magic when she had the opportunity rather than pulling through the Toral ring.

      The spell took hold.

      She pushed outward, away from her, and let the energy carry on the wind.

      Jayna wasn’t sure what to expect, but as that spell began to sweep away from her, she detected its energy. It flowed. Strangely, it seemed almost as if there was something within the spell that was designed to ignore her urging. There was something that pushed against her, sliding away from her.

      Jayna fought, and she added more power into it. She found that she needed even more power, and ultimately had to add some of the painful energy from the Toral ring.

      “What are you doing?” Eva asked.

      “I’m trying to—”

      “Release it.”

      “What?”

      Eva came over and a bit of smoke swirled around her hand as she grabbed Jayna’s wrist, then it began to swirl up her arm, into her chest. The energy rubbed up against what Jayna was trying to hold, as if Eva were trying to combat her.

      “Release it,” Eva said.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Something’s not right,” Eva said. “Can’t you feel it?”

      “I can’t feel anything.”

      “It’s burning.”

      Jayna looked over, holding Eva’s gaze for a long moment before shaking her head. “Fine. I’ll release it, but you’re going to help me search for whatever was here.”

      She withdrew her power, and the remainder of the spell drifted away. It faded completely, leaving her with nothing.

      “What was it burning?” Jayna asked.

      This was new territory for them. They’d never found anything like this, and Eva had never had such a struggle.

      “I felt it burning inside.” She looked to Jayna, shaking her head. “I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      Jayna took a deep breath, letting it out as she looked around her. “Then can you search?”

      “I will do my best,” Eva said.

      She closed her eyes, and smoke began to swirl around her.

      As it drifted outward, a pattern began to form.

      It flowed on the wind, fading away from them.

      They said nothing.

      After a while, Eva glanced over, shaking her head. “I don’t detect anything.”

      Jayna contemplated opening the spellbook and beginning to work through it, trying to find another spell she could use for tracking purposes. Whatever she had used the last time had burned Eva, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be something else in one of these spellbooks. She had two advanced spellbooks, the kind she never had access to at the Academy, yet none of the magic was truly beyond her. She could keep attempting to work through them, trying to find answers, but as she flipped the pages, she wasn’t sure if any of their contents would provide her with the answers she wanted.

      A strange vibration in her pocket caught her attention.

      “What is that?”

      Jayna reached for the vibration and pulled out the coin. “That’s Topher.”

      “What’s he doing to me?”

      Eva pulled out a coin of her own from her pocket and almost threw it, but Jayna shook her head.

      “That’s from his enchantments. He’s calling to us,” she said.

      “Why would he call to us?”

      That was a good question. Topher had never summoned them before. Something had him concerned.

      Jayna looked around the strange landscape, and though some part of her did want to continue looking, if Topher were asking for their help, then she needed to get moving and provide it.

      “We should get back for him.”

      She could return another time. Not only to continue her spell work, but also to track whatever might have been here. Jayna worried that she was leaving something dangerous behind. If it was one of the dark sorcerers, then she would probably find them again—maybe her Toral ring was the key to doing so, anyway—but still, if that were the case, she would’ve expected to have detected something much more acutely than she had. Usually, the Toral ring revealed the presence of dark magic quite quickly and intensely.

      When they reached the outskirts of the city, Jayna glanced behind her, looking toward the forest.

      “I thought you enjoyed the city,” Eva said.

      “I do. Most of the time. It’s just that there’s something about the quiet within the forest—at least, when there aren’t dark creatures.”

      “It’s not just the quiet you like.”

      Jayna held her gaze before shaking her head. “No, it’s not just the quiet.”

      There was freedom in using magic without fear of repercussions. Freedom in practicing sorcery—along with the Toral ring magic—without worrying that some sorcerer would find out about what she was doing, track her down, and decide they should take possession of her magic.

      The city of Nelar was unique among those that Jayna had visited since taking up her service to Ceran. Most of the outer buildings were relics from the El’aras who had occupied the city before dular had taken it over. Some of them were crumbling, though not nearly as many as she would’ve expected. On the outskirts, especially near the forest, a heavy moss covered everything. People moved comfortably despite the humidity, the one part of the city Jayna had never managed to grow accustomed to.

      As they made their way through the city, Jayna heard shouting in the distance.

      It wasn’t uncommon to hear the shouts of street vendors within Nelar. There was an active crowd here, and quite a few merchants came to the city, or there had been up until the addition of the merchant tax had driven some of them away. Still, this sort of noise and chaos was unusual, even for Nelar.

      “Where are you going?” Eva asked as Jayna began to veer away.

      “I’m going to see what that is.”

      “I thought you wanted to find out what Topher needs.”

      The coin had gone silent, so either he had found what he needed, or something had happened to him. There was no directionality to the coin summons he used, no way for her to follow the power and energy he placed within the coin, and no way for her to know what he truly needed. Topher had believed that over time he would be able to convey messages within the coins, but so far, he had not managed to do so.

      “What if he’s called us back here because of this?” Jayna asked.

      “Are you kidding?”

      “I think we need to look. Besides, it’s moving the same way we need to go.”

      The crowd blocked them from getting through—at least, getting through easily. She could loop around, but it would take more time.

      If there was something taking place in the city, they needed to know, if only so they could better understand whether there was anything more ominous taking place. Given everything they had gone through, and the different attacks that had occurred here, Jayna didn’t like the idea of not knowing.

      Eva reluctantly followed her, and Jayna looked back at her every so often, needing to prod her forward and guide her.

      She reached one of the main thoroughfares through the city. The streets were all named after some of the initial settlers within the city, and this one took its name from one of the original founders, a wealthy dular. Jayna had never bothered to learn the names. They didn’t make much difference to the kind of work she did.

      They had to fight their way through the crowd within the street, moving east, as if they were following some parade route.

      “What’s going on here?” Jayna asked as she took in the size of the crowd. It was unusual for Nelar.

      An older man with gray hair and flat brown eyes looked back at her. He had a haggard face, unshaven, and wore a brown jacket and pants. “One of the damn sorcerers decided to disrupt the vendors again.”

      “What?”

      “They keep thinking to attack. We know what happened. We know they were responsible for destroying Hosten and Bilander homes.”

      They were two of the seven manor homes at the center of Nelar. The ruling dular families. And Jayna knew the sorcerers weren’t responsible for that destruction. That had been the work of a Toral serving a different—and more dangerous—Sul’toral.

      Jayna had known there was a bit of unease within the city since the attack, but she hadn’t stayed connected to the dular enough to learn more about the specifics of their unease. That had been a mistake. If the dular blamed the sorcerers . . .

      Jayna glanced over to Eva and found her frowning.

      “Where is the sorcerer?”

      The man ignored her and shouted again.

      “I don’t like this,” she said to Eva, keeping her voice low. If there was a crowd of angry people in Nelar, Jayna didn’t want to get caught up in it, and she didn’t need a sorcerer to lash out at the crowd. Most of the time, the sorcerers would refrain from using their magic too aggressively, but if they felt they were under attack, she wouldn’t blame them for using their power in a way that would cause damage—and she knew the kind of power they could unleash.

      “What can you do about it?”

      “Not a whole lot,” Jayna admitted.

      Which was part of the problem. Even if she wanted to get involved here, she couldn’t take on an entire crowd of people. At the same time, she also didn’t want to let one of the sorcerers unleash their power against the crowd.

      “We need to stay with them,” she said to Eva.

      “You don’t need to get involved in this,” Eva said.

      “It’s not getting involved. It’s just intervening. A little bit.”

      “Jayna—”

      She crept through the crowd, pushing past several people, until she could get closer to the front. She heard the shouts growing louder in the distance, and she knew that had to be where the sorcerer was. Jayna forced her way through the crowd, and could feel Eva staying behind her. Jayna was thankful that she did.

      The shouting got louder the farther they went.

      Some cried out about the attack on the dular’s homes. That alone was enough reason for the sorcerers to be attacked. The dular led in Nelar, or they traditionally had. If there was going to be an attack on the sorcerers, she understood the reason for it, along with the outrage and agitation, especially having seen the attack on the dular’s homes herself. Some people cried out about the merchant tax, which she found a bit ironic, given that had come from the dular themselves. Others simply shouted in violence and anger. They were upset about their place in the world, which Jayna could do nothing about.

      She continued forcing her way forward.

      Finally, she found a maroon-robed man fighting his way through the crowd, trying to avoid assault and keeping a barrier wrapped around him, but beyond that, she saw no one else resembling a sorcerer.

      “Well, crap,” Jayna muttered.

      “What is it?” Eva asked.

      She nodded, all the indication she needed to give.

      “It’s Char.”

      At least Jayna knew Char wouldn’t lash out against the crowd, but that did little to protect him from the crowd’s onslaught.

      She didn’t like the chances of him making it through here unscathed. There were far too many dular here, with far too many enchantments, and there were limits to the amount of assault his protective barrier could withstand. Jayna had used those barriers often enough, and still had to push back against attacks.

      The coin in her pocket began to vibrate again.

      “You’re going to have to go help Topher,” she said, glancing over to Eva.

      “Why don’t you go? I can watch Char.”

      Jayna arched a brow, jostled forward by the crowd around her. Someone else shouted, and they threw something which bounced off the barrier around Char, rebounding back into the crowd before exploding in a rain of sparks.

      “I think I’m going to need to do this.”

      “Don’t start anything,” Eva said.

      “What exactly do you think I intend to start?”

      Eva shrugged. “I don’t really know. Knowing you, though, and your feelings about Char . . .”

      “What do you mean, ‘feelings about Char’?”

      She was shoved forward again and nearly stumbled. Jayna instinctively reacted, pushing out with just a hint of power.

      At least, she had intended upon pushing out with just a hint of power. These days, her control over the Toral ring was not nearly as finely tuned as it had been before. Now that it had the addition of the bloodstone, a burst of power exploded from her, sending people near her staggering back.

      Others looked at her a moment and Jayna kept her head down.

      Just let them think I’m nothing but a dular.

      She didn’t need the crowd around her attacking because they thought she was a sorcerer.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Eva shouted.

      Her words were nearly lost in the bustle.

      “Go find Topher.”

      Somebody shoved Jayna from behind again, and she stumbled, catching herself. She refrained from drawing power through the Toral ring, not wanting to unleash magic that way, but all around her the shouts continued to build as Char continued to struggle making his way through the street.

      Jayna tried to keep toward the front of the crowd. If she let the crowd slip around her, she wouldn’t be able to see Char.

      That worried her more than anything else.

      Another enchantment exploded in the street, bouncing off of the barrier around Char. This one was a spark of flame, but it ended with a soft explosion. Char turned toward the explosion, his eyes wide. He jerked his head from side to side as he looked around him.

      Jayna could practically see the way his thoughts were going. Char attempted to hold back on using his power, as there were limits to how much of it he could use. The barrier itself was one such limit, but there was something else constraining him.

      If he were to attack, he could potentially push back one layer of the crowd, but the rest would come flooding forward. One man against an entire throng of people added up to terrible odds. One sorcerer against a crowd was a little better. Still, when the crowd consisted of dular—and an unknown number of them, along with an unknown number of people who carried enchantments—Jayna didn’t like his chances.

      The crowd’s energy began to build. A steady murmuring came from behind her along with a hint of excitement nearby.

      Something was going to happen.

      She looked back, trying to gauge where the activity came from, but couldn’t see anything.

      As that pressure continued to build around her, all Jayna could make out was a sea of angry faces—young and old, men and women, children and elderly. All of them were angrily shouting at Char—not at Char the person, but at Char the sorcerer. They were blaming him for what happened to them.

      And if she did nothing, or if Char didn’t take enough caution . . .

      The energy continued to build as power pressed through it. It was a strange sort of energy. The Toral ring began to squeeze around her finger.

      Dark energy.

      Crap.

      Not only was this crowd attempting to attack Char, but there was a dark sorcerer here trying to instigate it.
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      The pressure continued to build around her, and Jayna looked behind, trying to figure out where it came from, but she couldn’t tell. She only knew that an energy continued to build and the Toral ring continued to throb.

      She shoved her way forward.

      Somebody shouted at her, but she ignored it.

      She had to wrap the power of the Toral ring around her as a layer of protection. It provided enough of a barrier that she could feel it sealing around her. Each time she drew upon this power, she wondered what Ceran was aware of. He’d never said. Since the last attack in the city, he hadn’t visited much either.

      Char continued turning in place, his head swiveling as he looked at the crowd, then he pushed out with a surge of energy.

      He was testing his barrier.

      How much longer before that barrier failed him?

      Jayna might be able to add something to his barrier, but she also didn’t know if she dared reveal herself as a sorcerer. She could, however, help him from a distance, and others might not even be aware of what she was doing.

      She didn’t need sorcery—not the way Char did. She could use the Toral ring.

      Even using that power, there was still the possibility it wouldn’t work completely. There was also the possibility Char wouldn’t want her to use the power within the ring.

      But she had to act.

      Reluctantly, she pulled on the power of the ring, and could feel the flow of it. She pushed it in an invisible circular cage, slipping it around the barrier that Char held. She tried to do so slowly, using a bit of energy at a time so that he wouldn’t be completely aware of her assistance, but at the same time, she needed to help fortify him. The people in the crowd continued to shout, and there was a steady buzzing of energy.

      That buzzing was dangerous. She recognized the crowd’s energy in the air, the vibrancy here, and she feared an explosion of violence from the crowd if she didn’t act.

      More than that, the Toral ring started to constrict even more.

      The dark power suggested something was about to happen.

      Violence. Danger.

      Jayna needed to be ready for it.

      She glanced over her shoulder, again looking into the crowd for any sign of whoever was responsible for the darkness she felt—the same darkness that was triggering a reaction within her ring. There had to be something, but whatever power she sensed was obscuring its source.

      Could that be what they had detected out in the forest?

      She didn’t have time to think more about it. Somebody shoved her again.

      Jayna lost control over the protection she held around Char.

      She stumbled forward, sprawling outward, and could see through an opening in the crowd how two separate attacks had suddenly struck Char at the same time.

      One was another of that sparkly type of attack, flames streaking around him—the barrier withstood that—but the other was a concussive blast, and it sent Char flying forward.

      His protection was gone.

      Jayna swore under her breath and scrambled to her feet, immediately calling upon the energy of the Toral ring, pain shooting through her, before she used it wildly and without any real control, sending it streaking out from her.

      Ceran would definitely know she borrowed his power now.

      Jayna unleashed it, and it threw the crowd back.

      She stumbled into the clearing, grabbed Char, and pulled him to his feet.

      “Jayna?”

      “Get up!” she hissed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Saving your ass,” she said, shoving him from behind.

      He gripped his maroon robes, squeezing them, and his fingers wiggled, creating another pattern, and a burst of energy surrounded him once again.

      “I had this.”

      “You sure did,” she said. “You looked like you were just fine with all of the attacks that were coming in your direction. I’m sorry I decided to get in here and try to help you.”

      Char shook his head. “You didn’t need to intervene. I didn’t need your help.”

      “You know how many dular are out here?”

      “Probably all of them,” he said.

      “You know how many people here have another kind of power?”

      “I don’t know.”

      They stumbled forward, and the crowd reacted, moving with them, but Jayna hoped they had a little bit more time. They needed to buy a few moments, nothing more than that, and when they did . . .

      Something struck the barrier she and Char held.

      It was potent.

      She looked back, trying to gauge what it was, but there was no sign of who and what had just attacked. Unlike the other enchantments that had struck, this one didn’t leave any sort of sparkling flames or concussive blast. The crowd continued to press forward, oblivious of the recent attack.

      “What are you doing out here, anyway?”

      “I came to look at something,” he said.

      “Why out here? With the unrest in the city, it’s dangerous for you to be out here.”

      “I didn’t know it was this bad,” he said.

      Jayna glanced behind her again. The crowd continued to push against the barrier. The angry voices continued shouting, but with a bit of hesitation now. A few people in the crowd looked at her as if they recognized her.

      Still, explosions thundered around her, coming from dular who tossed their enchantments; not all of them were as violent as the ones that had knocked her down, but most carried considerable power. Even those who didn’t have their own enchantments had access to them within the city.

      Jayna had to hold steady, but she had to keep Char moving.

      “I didn’t know it was this bad either. We should get out of the streets.”

      “I don’t need you to save me. Especially not like that,” he said.

      “What do you mean, ‘like that’?”

      “The way you’re using that power.”

      “I’m using what I need to in order to defend you.”

      “You could do it in other ways,” Char said.

      They rounded a corner and Jayna froze.

      More people came toward them, almost as if it had been directed. Now they faced crowds in either direction. They were going to have to force their way forward, or somehow find a way of hiding. She had no idea where or how.

      “Any suggestions?” she asked him.

      “I told you that I was—”

      “I’m sorry I intervened, but that last blast was more potent than the others. I don’t know who was responsible for it, but there’s something instigating the crowd.”

      He watched her. “Something?”

      “I don’t know if it’s some dark sorcerer, or something else, but there’s a power at work here and it’s trying to incite the crowd against you.”

      She pulled him forward, holding on to the barrier around her with the dragon stone, but every so often, a blast of energy would strike, and Jayna had to brace herself, solidifying the protection around her even more.

      “Can you add anything to this?” she asked Char.

      “I thought you had this.”

      “You were the one who said they had this. I’m just trying to help a friend.”

      The crowd continued forcing their way toward them.

      People were battering at the hazy but mostly translucent barrier. Shouts rang out. Some people were getting crushed up against the barrier, falling to the ground. Cries of pain mixed with the panic. The barrier wasn’t going to hold. They weren’t going to be able to stay here like this, and they certainly weren’t going to be able to move through the crowd very easily.

      She tried a different approach.

      “Be ready,” she said.

      “For what?” Char asked.

      “The next step.”

      She squeezed her hand around the Toral ring, letting the energy she could feel within it flow through her, and prepared for the next blast. As she often noticed these days, there was a hint of darkness at the edge of her vision when she drew upon the ring’s energy.

      As she did, it exploded outward, creating a circle of power that echoed away from her.

      That energy sent people staggering, and the people nearest to the barrier fell backward as it shattered.

      Jayna hurriedly reached into her pouch, grabbed two of the concussive enchantments she’d gotten from the little girl in the market, and triggered them, sending one in front of her and another behind. The two blasts thundered, and Jayna hurriedly wrapped herself and Char in enough of a shell of power to protect them from the explosion, but those on the street weren’t nearly as lucky.

      The explosion wasn’t going to harm anyone. It was loud, though. There was a whoosh of energy that sent people flying backward again, then they lay there, stunned for the moment.

      She grabbed Char’s arm, pulling him along the street with her. They stepped over some of the fallen people and forced their way into the crowd.

      “This is your plan?” Char asked.

      “I didn’t really have much of a plan. I probably should start doing that,” Jayna said. She looked behind her. Much of the crowd was starting to get up, and those who did looked even angrier than before. Maybe she was making a mess of this. It might’ve been easier had she left Char to continue getting through the crowd on his own, but she couldn’t simply abandon him.

      “Let me try something,” he said. “I’m going to use something I learned here. It’s a bit of a healing spell.”

      “I’m not sure healing is going to make a difference right now,” Jayna said.

      Char stopped in the middle of the street as people began to get up, and Jayna realized a healing spell was a particularly bad idea; if he helped the crowd recover more quickly, they would only come at him again. At the moment, he and Jayna had the advantage in that he had them down. With another few concussive blasts, Jayna thought they could keep moving beyond the attack.

      Yet he looked like he was unwilling to move.

      Jayna wanted to grab Char, wanted to drag him along the street with her, but he stood in place. He was tracing out a strangely complicated pattern on the ground with one foot, but also making another pattern with both hands. They were far more complex than any of the patterns she had seen in the spellbooks he had given her.

      Here she thought that working with the spellbooks would give her an understanding of the magic a sorcerer would possess, but she didn’t have anything quite like that.

      Of course, Char was working with a very different kind of healing magic. He was gifted in a way that permitted him to use that kind of power more so than she could. With his connection to his magic, along with the knowledge he possessed, he could use that to defend himself.

      More than just defend himself.

      The energy he called upon was vast. The pattern he traced around his feet focused the power, and the energy he sent outward from his hands washed it over the crowd, directing it. He completed both at the same time, something Jayna wouldn’t have been able to do. As that power took hold, the crowd started to calm.

      “Are you compelling them?”

      “This isn’t a compelling kind of spell. You know I wouldn’t use that kind of magic,” Char said.

      “It seems like you’re calming them.”

      “Not calming. Soothing. It’s the same sort of spell I would use on somebody if I were trying to help with an injury.”

      “It can’t be the same,” Jayna said.

      “Well, I did anchor it so I could summon more than I usually would. Given the size of the crowd . . .”

      His gaze became unfocused, and he continued sweeping his hand in a complicated arc as he wove through the pattern, working the magic. The more he held on to that pattern, the more she could feel the spell working.

      It was flowing out over the crowd, washing farther outward, as if to soothe them even more than he had before.

      Jayna grabbed him, forcing his concentration away from the casting, stepping him out of the pattern, and guided him along the street.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “We need to get moving.”

      “We can continue to soothe them though,” he said.

      “I don’t know how much more you intend to do, but you have already soothed these people. We need to keep moving now.”

      “Keep moving where?”

      She had to keep the crowd from following, and she had to get him back to the outpost, where he could then hide out. The outpost was as magically protected as any place within the city. She doubted that the dular would attack the outpost the same way they had attacked in the streets, but she didn’t know for sure.

      “Along the street. Just keep going.”

      He glanced back at her, watching her, a question burning in his eyes, but she ignored it as she encouraged him to keep moving. The crowd squeezed around her, crashing toward them both. They were mostly soothed, but not entirely. The farther they went, the more certain she was that there was a kind of energy pushing upon her, but Jayna no longer sensed the same strange kind of dark energy that she had before. Now she felt the pressure around her coming from the crowd, nothing more than that.

      Occasional bursts of energy struck from behind, the crowd using enchantments again as they shook off the effect of Char's spell. Jayna solidified her barrier around her, but every so often, there came a more powerful attack, and she stumbled forward again.

      She glanced back to make sure that Char remained with her. He swung his gaze from side to side, panic settling in.

      “You stay with me,” she said.

      “I am staying with you.”

      “They haven’t been able to collapse it yet.”

      “Only because I soothed them. Let me try again.”

      Jayna shook her head. She doubted he had enough strength to stop another attack.

      It was better for them to just keep moving.

      The crowd wasn’t nearly as agitated as it had been before, and she took that as a good sign, that whatever Char had done had mitigated some of the violence. It was a useful spell. Jayna wondered if she might be able to recreate it, having seen it once.

      It was far more complicated than any spell she would feel confident in creating quickly, though. If she were to use something like it, she would need time to study the spell to ensure she knew all the aspects of the pattern, and time to work through it. Not at all like Char’s approach.

      His was a mastery of the magic that she simply did not yet have. Jayna wondered what it would take for her to get to that point. Maybe she would never learn that mastery because of her commitment to the Toral ring and the power it granted her. She had become reliant upon a different kind of magic.

      They reached another intersection, and farther down the street, the crowd began to thicken again. Jayna dragged Char the opposite way.

      “I thought you were bringing me back to the outpost,” he said.

      “That was my plan, but if the crowd keeps sending us this way . . .”

      “You don’t think you can get us through this?”

      She arched a brow at Char. “You didn’t want me to.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just . . .”

      She didn’t give him a chance to finish. She hurried him forward, and they reached an alley. Jayna looked in either direction. “Down here,” she said.

      “Why down here?”

      “Just come along.”

      They stepped into the alley and she held up the Toral ring, clenched her jaw, then focused. The connection to power she needed to use now was a bit different. It was concentrated magic she borrowed from Ceran, but it was concentrated in a way that would permit her to hold up a wall, of a sort, using it to masquerade the space in front of her. All she needed was to create an illusion of a seamless wall. Let the crowd move past.

      “You’re just going to create another barrier?” he asked, leaning close to her.

      He had a distinct pine scent to him, along with something else she couldn’t quite place. Char had always had a distinct smell, something she’d found appealing. She had always pushed those feelings away, though, wanting to maintain their friendship, and knowing that expressing her feelings could complicate that.

      “It’s not just a barrier,” she said, glancing briefly over her shoulder. “This is far more complex.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to use a layer of power to obscure our passing.”

      “A layer?”

      “Exactly.” She sent out a flow of energy. It surged along the wall, and the only thing that could overwhelm it would be somebody who knew there should be something there and attacked it, or perhaps someone with considerable power.

      “After what we went through in the city the last time, I decided to test what I could do to mask my presence.”

      Char grinned at her. “That isn’t the Jayna I know.”

      “Yeah? The Jayna you know didn’t deal with dark sorcerers and strangely powerful beings.”

      She could feel the crowd moving past, but that was about the only thing she could definitively feel. With the layer of magic in front of her, the street was obscured.

      She glanced back to Char. “Would you mind giving me a little space?”

      “I was just trying to see what kind of power you were using. I didn’t know if I might be able to learn something from it.”

      Jayna chuckled. “For a man who has made it quite clear he isn’t a fan of the so-called dark magic I’m using, you’re certainly curious about it.”

      He shrugged. “Just because I don’t want to use that kind of magic doesn’t mean I don’t want to understand it. What is sorcery but a search for understanding of various types of magic?”

      “I guess,” Jayna said.

      She turned her attention to the wall, holding on to the power within her, letting that energy sweep outward. As she did, she could feel the crowd moving.

      “Also, what do you mean, ‘strangely powerful beings’?”

      “What was that?”

      “You said you needed to deal with ‘strangely powerful beings.’ Not sorcerers. The choice of words is particularly worrisome.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be worrisome,” she said. “They are beings. Dark sorcerers serving some dark god. That sort of thing.”

      She took in a deep breath, focusing outward, holding the power through the Toral ring. It solidified enough that she could almost leave it in place. Jayna had wondered whether she could anchor it in some way to the walls on either side of it. She might not have to continue releasing energy and might be able to create a more permanent, or at least semipermanent, illusion.

      “I don’t know why the city of Nelar has been targeted so much, but the powers we’ve dealt with are all trying to release another, more powerful being,” she said, trying to choose her words carefully. “I wish I knew more, but unfortunately, I’m still digging for information. Everything I’ve found tells me this power is incredibly dangerous, and for whatever reason, Nelar seems to be the nexus for it.”

      “What do you mean by ‘nexus’?”

      Jayna shrugged, keeping her focus on the barrier in front of her. “To be honest, I don’t really know.” Ceran hadn’t been clear about it, either, which wasn’t altogether surprising. There were things Ceran did, ways he acted, that she didn’t fully understand, but she knew there were times when he had known more than he had been willing to share with her, and unfortunately, most of those times had been to her detriment. “We had the Celebrants of Asymorn first, then there was this Order of Norej. I don’t know what’s coming next.” She thought back to the strange smoke energy in the forest, which had left her a little unsettled.

      “That’s not all though,” Char said.

      “What?”

      “I figured you knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “Before the Celebrants of Asymorn, there was something else. Master Agnew has only spoken of it in whispers since the Order . . .” He hesitated. “Well, you know what happened. He mentioned some sort of magic he’s never seen before. He called it rothand.”

      Rothand. The word was an older one in the El’aras language.

      She glanced over to him. “You know what it means?”

      “It means decay. There was some strange magic here before Master Agnew arrived, but he has protected the city from it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Char shrugged. “As much as I can be. Like I said, Master Agnew doesn’t talk about it much. The only reason he mentioned it to me is because I was there during the Order attack. The rothand magic happened before I got here. A strange sort of attack that left the outpost unsettled. I think I barely got this assignment because of it. They weren’t going to bring on new Academy graduates. Had the attack been much worse, I might not have been chosen to come.”

      It was something she had to look into.

      More and more, she grew increasingly certain that something else was going to take place here within the city of Nelar, but more and more, she wasn’t sure whether there was anything she could even do to influence it. She could feel it as it continued to build around her, this power that would attempt to release Sarenoth.

      Could this decay magic be tied into it?

      It would fit.

      She focused on the barrier again and glanced over to Char. “I think it’s safe for us to get going.” She was stepping forward when Char took her wrist.

      “There’s something else too.”

      “What now?”

      “I’ve been looking into your friend.”

      “Which one?” Jayna asked carefully, though she knew. He’d been looking into Eva’s past. Not that she could blame him.

      “I read a reference about her kind of magic. Some sort of smoke power.”

      Jayna tensed even more. If there was something he'd uncovered about Eva, then maybe it would help. They had not learned nearly enough to understand why she had the power that she did, only that she had some potential. Maybe there were things Eva wasn’t telling her, which wouldn’t surprise Jayna at all. Eva had control over her power, something she wouldn’t necessarily possess if she didn’t understand it. Still, she claimed she didn’t remember what she was. She didn’t remember who she was.

      “You need to be careful with that,” she said.

      Char shrugged. “Considering you’re spending so much time around her, I thought it made sense for me to dig a bit. What I found was that the type of magic she has is an ancient power.”

      “All magic is an ancient power,” Jayna said.

      “This is different. It’s tied to a creature of magic, not a person. I didn’t find any references to any people using this type of magic.”

      She studied him. “Don’t keep digging into her.”

      “I’m just trying to help you.”

      Jayna sighed. Char could be helpful, but not if he angered Eva. “If you want to help, look into the name Sarenoth, but carefully.”

      “That’s this dark being?”

      Jayna nodded.

      “I don’t know how much I’ll be able to do without getting into trouble with Master Agnew. He’s already concerned about what I’m doing. I think he knows I’m somehow connected to what’s happening in the city.”

      Jayna chuckled. “You’re not connected to what’s happening in the city. But I am.” She released the protection around the wall, and looked out into the street. The crowd had dissipated. She looked over to Char. “Maybe the next time you come out to the city, you’ll leave your robes behind.”

      “I’m a member of the Society. I shouldn’t have to hide that.”

      “You shouldn’t have to, but if you want to move safely, you will. Besides, it doesn’t change who you are just because you’re not wearing the robes.”

      Char glanced along the street before peeling off the robe, then he folded it up, inside out, so it looked like a bundle of black cloth. Underneath the robe, he had on a simple brown shirt and black pants. He could have been anybody in the city.

      “Why didn’t you do that before?”

      “I told you. I shouldn’t have to hide what I am.”

      Jayna grunted. “I do.”

      “You have to because you . . .” Char forced a smile. “That was thoughtless of me.”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      “I was thinking it.”

      “Just be careful.” She stepped out and motioned for him to follow. “I can get you back to the outpost.”

      “I can make it on my own.”

      “I know you can. I just figure that it might be safer if I go with you.”

      He smiled. They were quiet the rest of the way to the outpost. The small, squat, stone building loomed at the edge of the city. There was an energy to it, the power of dozens of spells and enchantments that were placed within the stone, offering the sorcerers inside a measure of protection. Jayna didn’t have to fear anything happening to him once he went inside—at least, as long as there weren’t any dark sorcerers within.

      “Look into that name. Let me know what you uncover.”

      “Be careful, Jayna. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      She grinned. “You know I’m always careful.”

      A sudden pulsing on the dragon stone ring tore her attention away, and she looked into the distance. When she turned back to him, she found Char watching her, a deep frown on his face.

      “Go.”

      Char took her hand for a moment and squeezed it, sending a strange energy washing through her. When he released his hand, she realized he had solidified the linking spell they shared. She should’ve known.

      At the same time, she should have been able to use that linking spell to know that Char had been the sorcerer in danger to begin with.

      She generally didn’t pay attention to the linking spell; the only time she did so was when she knew she needed to reach Char. These days, at least within the city, she had found herself using the energy within the spell far more often than she had before.

      “That’s in case I need to find you,” he said.

      “You would’ve been able to do that anyway,” she said.

      “I would have, but I wanted to make sure you didn’t do anything to keep me from finding you.”

      “Did you really think I would?”

      “Maybe not intentionally. But it happened once before. If you’re going to be chasing after this danger, I want to know how to locate you if I uncover anything that will be of use to you.”

      She shook her head, smiling at him, then gave him a gentle shove. “Get going. And be smart about leaving the outpost.”

      When he finally headed back inside, she turned, focusing on the power within the Toral ring and the energy within the city, and she worried. It was the second time today she’d felt such a surge of dark power.
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      Jayna followed the energy within the ring, knowing that dark energy within the city could come from any number of sources. Not only did she have to worry about Asymorn and Norej, but now she had to be concerned about rothand. She didn’t know for sure if it was some sort of dark energy or not, but given what had been taking place within the city over the last few months, it was only fitting that there would be another source of dark magic.

      Now she needed to understand the connection between those dark magics. There were twelve powerful Sul’toral who served a greater power, Sarenoth, though she didn’t know enough about them—or why they were suddenly more active than they had been in some time. From what she’d learned, they had been imprisoned, but some or all of them had escaped.

      Even more than that, she needed to understand: Why Nelar?

      That started to trouble her, and the Toral ring began to constrict again.

      It reminded her a little bit of how it constricted when Ceran called upon her, though it was not the same. When Ceran called, there was a steady and rhythmic sort of energy. When she was around dark magic, it constricted, but it stayed tight, as if prompting her to take action—as if the ring itself wanted her to fight.

      Jayna had come to recognize that power, even if she didn’t fully understand it.

      She followed the energy.

      There was nothing in it that she could use to guide her way through the city, though the farther she went, the more she felt as if she could uncover something here. There was a key nearby. She didn’t know what it was, nor who was responsible, but there was power here.

      Jayna no longer felt the same chaos around her as she had earlier. Even the strange agitation she’d felt in the crowd had faded, as if it had never been there. For that, she was thankful. There was always the risk that the protest and the attack on Char could’ve gotten bloody. It had very nearly gotten to that point anyway, and it was only through chance, more than anything else, that they had managed to keep from fighting their way free. Char wouldn’t have been willing to take the same action that Jayna would have. She was glad she had been there for him, and worried about what might’ve happened had she not been.

      The pressure guided her away from her home.

      She considered returning to the home to see whether Topher was okay since he had sent out the summons, but there had been no recurrence of that vibration since she had sent Eva away to check on him. Either Topher didn’t need her help, or Eva’s arrival had been enough.

      She found herself drawn toward the courtyard outside of the homes of the seven leaders of the city. All of them were dular, and all of them were incredibly wealthy, rising up to lead through the years and their accrued power.

      She watched Rosal’s father’s house, thumbing her finger over the bloodstone on her ring, thinking about Rosal’s role in everything that had happened in the city. He had some responsibility for it and was too stupid to know that he’d been used.

      The home was a towering manor home of gleaming white stone surrounded by an enormous wall, and saw a pair of guards standing watch outside of it along with some activity on the other side of the wrought-iron gate, but nothing she could easily make out. The homes on either side of his had burned. Though the one to the left had been destroyed much more than the one to the right, both were beyond salvage. Demolition crews had already gotten to work, tearing down the structures, and if what Eva had said was true, it wouldn’t be long before the homes were rebuilt—though which family would try to claim a part of the ruling dular?

      That was the part of all of it that Jayna didn’t know. It was possible that a new family would try to gain power, attempting to join the seven, and if so, then it would cause even more disruption within the city. Already there had been enough, chaos that had stemmed from the dular who had been attacked by the sorcerers. She didn’t know what other impact the rest of the city would suffer.

      As she stopped in front of the fountain, leaning back on the rim, feeling the spray of water while focusing on the constriction of the dragon stone ring, the gate to Rosal’s father’s home opened. A black wagon came out, guided by a pair of jet-black stallions.

      Jayna watched. She tried to look inside the wagon, but didn’t see anything there.

      No movement. Nothing obvious.

      Distantly, she could still feel the linking spell she had placed on Rosal, and knew he was on the other side of the gate. After using the bloodstone to create his own enchantments, he had secured his place with his family, so she suspected he was in the mansion itself.

      Ever since the night when the ruling dular had been attacked by the Order of Norej, Jayna had not seen Rosal, though she still worried about him. He had acted out of a desire to please his father, and a desire to be something he wasn’t. The bloodstone had given him that ability, but there had to be a price. There was always a price. Her experience with Rosal, however, suggested he wouldn’t even be aware of that.

      Jayna lingered for a bit longer than she had intended. The dragon stone ring continued to stay constricted, calling to her.

      She couldn’t wait here any longer.

      She followed the energy within it, and as she did, she found it guiding her. There was a bit more energy within the ring now, and this time, as it continued to squeeze, it seemed to shuffle her beyond the courtyard, and from there, she followed the street. A line of merchant wagons stood on the outskirts of the city.

      She soon found herself heading toward a traditional dular market. Not the midnight market where dular had to hide their enchantments, but one where they sold or traded what they made openly. She slowed as she neared it. It was midday, early enough that she wouldn’t have expected it to be quite as vibrant as this.

      Jayna moved through the periphery of the market. She passed Molly, the dular who liked to claim she had more powerful enchantments than she actually did. It surprised her that she sold her enchantments in the daytime as well. The heavyset woman shot her a look. She recognized Jayna.

      Jayna grinned at her. She headed over to her and leaned down, resting her hands on her booth.

      “The last time you were here, the entire market burned. They blame you.”

      Jayna just chuckled. “I’m surprised you chose a wooden booth. Considering your enchantments are as powerful as they are, I would’ve expected you to want something that wouldn’t burn. Maybe stone,” she said sarcastically.

      Molly leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest. “If you aren’t going to purchase anything, you might as well move on.”

      “Who said I wasn’t going to purchase anything?”

      “You don’t need to make fun of my enchantments.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you,” Jayna said and meant it. It wasn’t about upsetting this woman. What did she care if the woman deceived her way to higher profits? It wasn’t her responsibility to supervise the dular market.

      She stepped back, twisting the dragon stone ring. The constriction had eased, but there was still a little bit of pressure within the ring. Not as much, though—certainly not enough to make her feel the same urgency as it had before.

      “You’re taunting me,” Molly said.

      “Do you sell much?”

      “I sell enough.”

      “Have you tried changing the substrate?”

      “What?”

      “The substrate of what you place your enchantments on. Have you tried changing it?”

      “Now you think you know better than I do?”

      Jayna shrugged. “I don’t know more than you do, but I do understand placing enchantments.”

      “You aren’t dular.”

      “Nope.”

      “Then leave.”

      Jayna merely shrugged, stepping back. She didn’t know why she was pushing Molly. It wasn’t that she disliked the woman, though Molly had been nasty to her when Jayna had been here before. Maybe it was only about that, but maybe it was more than that. She did feel Molly took advantage of others who might not have much money to spend and didn’t feel comfortable heading into the market itself.

      “Good luck,” Jayna said.

      “I don’t need luck,” Molly said. “I sell well enough. At least, I did before you destroyed the market.”

      Jayna considered saying something to her before thinking better of it. She headed onward and passed by another booth before she heard a voice call out. Jayna paused and turned back. A young girl with mousy brown hair sat on a chair behind the booth. She was happy to see her again, having last seen the girl when the market had been attacked.

      Jayna smiled at her. “You.”

      The girl grinned. “You came back.”

      “I did. I have to tell you that your enchantments are quite impressive.”

      “They are?”

      Jayna nodded quickly. “And very useful. I hope you have been doing well here.”

      “Not as well as I wanted. My parents are letting me keep selling, but they don’t like it.”

      “Because they don’t think your enchantments are safe?”

      “It’s not so much they don’t think they’re safe,” she said. “It’s just . . . Well, we’re taught to create, not destroy. At least, my family would rather see me create and not destroy. The kind of power I put into an enchantment isn’t meant for creation.”

      “It’s not entirely meant for destruction either,” Jayna said. “Have your parents ever seen the effect of one of your enchantments?”

      “All they see is the violence.”

      “Do they see anything else?” Jayna looked along the inside of the marketplace. The ring constricted briefly, but not long enough for her to get a sense of which way she needed to go. It was possible that whatever dark power was out there had already moved on. “Have they seen how your enchantments don’t actually destroy anything?”

      Having experienced the effect of her enchantment firsthand, Jayna understood there was a benefit to it: Those who might otherwise be destroyed while using magic were only knocked back.

      The enchantments may be violent, but they were nonlethal. There was an advantage to using that kind of magic, though perhaps only to people like herself, and people who cared about such things.

      “I’m trying to come up with another way to use my enchantments,” the girl said. “I’m supposed to find a way that won’t destroy.”

      “That’s why you’re out here in the daytime market,” Jayna said.

      “Not many want to sell at night. Too dangerous. Most fear the Society will attack.”

      Jayna frowned at that suggestion. How bad had it gotten? “You don’t have to worry anyway. Your kind of magic is wonderful. And incredibly useful.”

      She smiled at Jayna. “Thank you.”

      Jayna shrugged. “You don’t have to thank me. Just keep making what you’re making.”

      More than that, Jayna believed that the girl’s kind of magic was going to be necessary in the days and weeks to come. If they were dealing with some sort of violent force, some sort of darkness, then having her power, such as it was, would be valuable.

      Jayna reached into her pocket and flipped through some of her coins before settling on a silver. “Here. I would take more.”

      The girl’s eyes widened. “That’s too much!” She pocketed the coins and Jayna chuckled. “I have something for you.” She reached under the counter, then pulled out a black lacquered box and opened it. She sorted through it, grabbing several different enchantments before handing them to Jayna.

      They were all intricately detailed, a measure of the strength the girl had pushed into them. With enchantments like this, the dular responsible could often demonstrate their strength simply by the definition within the patterns they used. The patterns on these were intricate enough, and complicated enough, that Jayna couldn’t help but be impressed by them.

      “I made a few new ones.”

      Jayna ran her finger over the largest of the enchantments. They were all shaped like round marbles and most had a crystalline appearance, reminding her a bit of bloodstone. If she had gotten a hold of bloodstone . . .

      They didn’t feel quite like that though.

      “I see that. And it looks like you made a few that are quite a bit more powerful than the ones I got last time.”

      She grinned at Jayna. “A little bit.”

      “A little bit?”

      “Well, they’re a bit more potent than anything I’ve made before.” The girl grinned. “I was hoping I might run into you again.”

      “You made these for me?”

      The girl shrugged. “Well, after what happened at the market the last time, I saw what you did.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “And I heard about what happened in the city later.”

      “I don’t know if I would put too much value into that,” Jayna said.

      “You might not, but others of us do.” She shrugged. “We appreciate everything you did.” She grabbed another fistful of enchantments from her box and handed them to Jayna. “If these come in handy, then you can come back and get more.”

      “If these come in handy, I might just put you on the payroll.”

      The girl frowned. “What does that mean?”

      Jayna waved her hand. “Probably nothing. Anyway. Thank you.”

      “If they’re useful, just make sure others know.”

      “You might need to be careful. You might have to get a bigger booth.”

      The girl grinned.

      Jayna stuffed the enchantments into her pocket, then headed along the market.

      Most of the faces there were familiar to her. They had all been here before, and as she meandered through, she nodded to some of them before moving on to others. As she neared the edge of the market, the ring started constricting; this time, she paused and focused on her connection to the ring.

      Normally, it was easy enough for her to latch on to that connection and feel the power flowing into it, but it felt almost as if something was trying to hide from her with the constriction. There was something out there, though Jayna couldn’t latch on to it the way she wanted to—needed to.

      That energy flowed out and nearby, near enough that she knew she could call on it, but she worried it wasn’t going to be potent enough to counter it. Jayna pushed outward with even more energy from the ring, letting it slide out and then beyond. As she focused on the ring, she could feel something else.

      In the distance, she caught sight of something moving.

      Not just moving—she could see it gliding.

      Jayna hurried toward it.

      The Toral ring had connected to it, almost as if the ring were guiding her as well. There was some energy within it, some power, and she could feel the connection, the way that power attempted to pull on her.

      The sound of the market became more muted. Jayna slipped along the street. She was in a residential area, and the street narrowed here. There was a bit of energy here. Something unsettling.

      It took her a moment to realize why.

      Sorcery.

      Jayna slowed and traced a quick pattern, a tracing spell, which she could use to follow the energy in the air. She hesitated for a moment, moving along the street, using the energy she could now track to guide her.

      A swirl of smoke in the distance caught her attention, moving in an unusual manner.

      Most of the buildings had chimneys that spewed smoke, though rarely in the daytime. The city was humid enough, and often hot enough, that such fires were not typically needed. At nighttime, the fire burned some of the humidity off, and the heat allowed people to sleep a little more comfortably, even though they might be warmer than they would prefer.

      In the daytime, however, Jayna was not accustomed to seeing smoke or fire or anything quite like this. She slowed, moving along the street more carefully. The tracking spell guided her forward and Jayna followed it.

      Worry crept in.

      What was the smoke?

      The farther she went, the more obscured the street became, the layer of smoke covering everything. Having spent time around Eva, Jayna recognized this kind of smoke, but it didn’t strike her as something Eva had done.

      Every so often, her ring would pulse, though the pulsing had grown increasingly diminished, which left her wondering what had accounted for the change.

      She caught a fleeting image of a woman with bright-red hair who disappeared down the street. Jayna considered pursuing her, but changed her mind when she noticed a body dressed in dark robes. As she approached, she noticed they didn’t move.

      As she neared, the constriction around the Toral ring intensified. It was dark magic she’d been feeling—and not just dark magic, but a sorcerer.

      Someone had killed a dark sorcerer.

      She looked down at them to see if she recognized anything, but other than a plain jacket and pants under the robe, she saw nothing. Then she turned the body and noticed a necklace.

      A marker hung around his neck.

      A crescent moon. Stars. She knew this marker. It was the Order of Norej.

      Who killed him?

      Smoke spilled around her, then the body ignited in flame, burning faster than Jayna could react to put it out.

      There would be no evidence of the dark sorcerer—or the Order.

      The smoke wasn’t Eva’s. She had gone to see what Topher needed. But if it wasn’t Eva, who had attacked this sorcerer?
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      After leaving the location where the sorcerer had been, Jayna made her way back home, slowing as she neared it and looking along the street, checking for any signs of movement but not finding any. The street itself was empty. It was one of the benefits of this home. It was on a narrow street, and at night, it was reasonably well-lit. In the time she’d been here, Jayna had never detected any magic along the street, which she considered an advantage. More than that, the neighbors kept to themselves.

      Jayna paused for a moment. Before going inside, there was something she wanted to do, and she preferred to do it outside, though it probably didn’t matter.

      She needed to try to reach Ceran.

      She should have done that as soon as she had found the fallen sorcerer. He might already know what was taking place, but if there was a downed dark sorcerer, and it wasn’t because of her, then she needed to know who else might be out in the city targeting them.

      Despite the smoke, she still didn’t think it was Eva.

      Which meant she didn’t have an answer. Someone had to be there, and someone had to be instigating things. Maybe it wasn’t all tied together the way she wanted it to be. Things weren’t always so neat and tidy.

      She pushed power out through the Toral ring and waited, though she thought the frequency with which she’d been using power today should have already sent a strong enough signal that something had happened. She didn’t call to Ceran that much, but when she did, he too often ignored her, or simply couldn’t answer when she needed him.

      She waited awhile, but there was still no answer. Nothing other than the pulsing that she put into the ring. She soon gave up—at least for now. She would have to go digging again. Eventually, she needed to get a hold of Ceran.

      She held her hand up against the door, pressing a bit of power out into it, and felt a hint of resistance. There were protections built into the door now, solidified by her own magic, and designed to ensure that no one else could open it. She had keyed it to respond to specific people: herself, Eva, and Topher since he refused to leave. That was it.

      Jayna pushed the door open and took a deep breath. The air was hot, the flame crackling brightly, and Eva sat next to the hearth, facing the fire. Jayna’s eyes darted toward the bottle resting at Eva’s feet, but she didn’t have a glass in hand. Either the bottle was empty—and given what she knew of Eva and her predilections, that was entirely possible—or she hadn’t started. That would be even more surprising.

      “Are you going to close the door?”

      Jayna glanced into the kitchen where Topher stood rolling dough along the countertop. He had a loopy smile on his face, and a bit of flour dusted his chest and smudged his cheek.

      “Sorry about that,” Jayna said, stepping inside and closing the door again. She paused long enough to place a protective seal once more against the door, using her power to solidify that seal. When she did, the energy that burst into the door filled it, anchoring it for a moment, then she turned away. “Is everything all right?”

      Topher nodded. “Why?”

      Jayna patted her pocket. “You sent a summons to us. You haven’t felt the need to do that before.”

      “I wasn’t meaning to. I was trying to send a comment through. Obviously, that didn’t work.”

      “A comment?”

      “Eva said it was vibrating so hard it nearly ripped her dress off.” Topher smirked at the idea. “I don’t know if it would do that, but I’m hopeful that if I can push a little more intention into my enchantment, I should be able to pass on a comment to you.”

      “I see,” Jayna said.

      “I’m sorry if you thought I was in trouble.”

      “I wasn’t really sure what to make of it,” Jayna said. “I just thought something had happened.”

      Topher turned back to rolling out dough on the counter. “I wanted to see if the two of you would be here to eat.”

      “That’s it?”

      “I’ve told you before, Jayna. Neither of you eat very well. I’m trying to do my best to be useful to you.”

      Jayna pulled the satchel off her shoulder and set it on the back of the chair. “You have been useful.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at her. “I don’t always feel like it.”

      It amused her to see a man as tall as Topher working in the kitchen, but it wasn’t the first time. He had an affinity for it, which she was thankful for. Not that she wouldn’t eat if not for him, but she did appreciate his concern for her, and even though Eva never said so, she knew she appreciated his concern for her, as well.

      “Eva said your friend was under attack. Is he safe?”

      “It seems the city has decided to take a different approach to sorcerers.”

      “The dular and the sorcerers have not always gotten on all that well. Especially not in Nelar. I’ve heard stories about what it was like before. The Society tries to influence too much.”

      “It’s that way everywhere,” Jayna muttered.

      She took a seat at the table, glancing over to Eva, but it looked as if she were asleep. Hopefully not passed out. Jayna hadn’t been gone that long. Maybe long enough for Eva to finish a bottle of wine though. She had escorted Char home, gone to the market, and uncovered a fallen sorcerer. She supposed that would have been long enough.

      “The Society likes to view themselves as the arbiters of magical authority.” Jayna twisted the dragon stone ring, debating how much to share with Topher. He didn’t need to know all the dirt with the Society. “Can you dig into what’s going on with the dular?”

      Topher looked back at her. “I can try. Too many people are starting to know me though.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He shrugged. “Well, they are starting to know I work with you.”

      “I didn’t realize that was a problem.”

      “It’s not a problem. It’s just that . . .” He turned back and flipped the dough, slamming it down on the counter, and started rolling again. “They know that since I work with you, I’m not quite as safe as some of the other dular.”

      “Safe?”

      He shrugged. “There’s a certain culture in the city. If you’re one of the traditional Nelar dular, they treat you differently. I’m not, so I can get into some of the information on the periphery, but I can’t get into everything.” He shrugged again. “I can keep looking though. If I find anything, I’ll let you know.”

      Jayna nodded. “I’m worried. There’s too much activity around, and I’m particularly concerned that if they decide to target sorcerers—”

      “Do you really think they’ll start targeting sorcerers?”

      “Well, they targeted Char today. And then . . .” There were times when she wasn’t exactly sure what to share with Topher, mostly because she didn’t know whether he was somebody whom she could completely trust. He wasn’t necessarily untrustworthy, it was just that he still suffered from the dwaring attack, and it had changed him in a way he hadn’t yet fully recovered from. “I found another sorcerer who had been attacked.”

      Eva opened her eyes and looked over to her. “What do you mean, you found one?”

      It figured that Eva would take that moment to wake up and listen. Jayna got to her feet. “After I brought Char back to the outpost. I felt something. Dark magic.”

      Eva sat forward, turning her attention briefly to the fire. It might be Jayna’s imagination, but it looked as if the flames danced a little brighter and harder for a moment before fading back.

      “You found another?”

      “They wore a marker for the Order of Norej. And used dark magic. I could feel it.”

      She could still feel it, somewhat. The ring constricted every so often, which suggested that whoever was active in the city, and whatever power was being used, was not done yet.

      “There are too many questions Ceran hasn’t answered. I think it’s time we find our own answers,” Jayna said.

      She headed over to Eva, taking a seat across from her. The fire was almost too hot. It blasted at Jayna intensely, causing sweat to erupt as soon as she sat down. How could Eva tolerate it?

      “You mean Sarenoth,” Eva said carefully.

      Jayna nodded. “I asked Char to look into it.”

      Eva arched a brow. “Is that safe?”

      “It might not be,” Jayna agreed. “I didn’t know what to do. He has access to records that we don’t. And . . .”

      “And what?”

      “And I tried to reach out to Ceran, but he’s not answering. Again.” Jayna shook her head, letting out a brief sigh. “I figured that if I could ask him, I might find out something more. We have to have answers. We keep dealing with this uncertainty, and unfortunately, the uncertainty is only going to end with one of us getting hurt.”

      “By ‘one of us,’ you mean you.”

      “Fine. I mean me. I don’t want to end up hurt just because I don’t understand everything that’s taking place.”

      “Do you have any alternatives?”

      “No. That’s just it. Short of digging back through what we’ve learned, I don’t know where to start.” She leaned back, closing her eyes. “We have names though. We didn’t have that before. We have Asymorn. Norej. Sarenoth. Knowing those names should give us a way of learning about them. Even rothand, which Char said was here before us. They’re all tied to Nelar, of all places.”

      Eva gave no indication that she recognized the word.

      It felt almost as if they were floundering. She’d been trying to patiently wait on Ceran, but that wasn’t Jayna’s strength. What they needed now was to dig in and get a hold of more information. Ceran had provided her with some, but not nearly enough for her to make any headway. There had to be a way to learn more while in Nelar.

      “Why are you so concerned?” Topher asked, carrying over a sheet with biscuits on it.

      He held it out, and Jayna took one carefully. They were warm, not too hot, and she bit into one, savoring the buttery flavor.

      “Gods. I think you’re getting better each time you make something.”

      Topher smiled. “See? I can be useful.”

      “I never said you couldn’t.” She took another bite, chewing slowly. “As to your question, before Nelar, I never stayed in a place all that long. A couple of weeks at most. I would go somewhere, complete the task assigned to me—though never anything like what we’ve faced here—and move on.”

      “What sort of things had you done before?” Topher asked, leaning against the wall and propping one foot up. He held on to the tray, and Jayna worried he would drop it. She wanted another one of those biscuits.

      Even Eva looked as if she were enjoying the food, chewing it slowly and carefully. A serene look had crossed her face.

      “There was the first time that I was assigned to track down the oronok. They’re small creatures, feisty, and this one was apparently tainted with dark magic.” Jayna shook her head. “I think it was a test, more than anything else. As far as I know, Ceran might have tainted it himself.”

      Eva glanced over. “In order for him to do that, he would need to have access to dark magic himself.”

      “I’m not saying he has dark magic,” Jayna said. “Only that I suspect he was testing me. He needed to know whether I was capable of capturing it.”

      “I’ve never heard of one of those things,” Topher said.

      “They look like a small fox. All black fur. Almost inky black. You have to chase them at night, which of course is a challenge given how black their fur is. They have teeth that are nearly as long as their snout,” Jayna said, mimicking teeth protruding downward with two fingers. “If they bite, you might be dead before you know it.”

      “He wouldn't have tested you with something poisonous, would he?”

      Jayna shrugged. “This is Ceran. It wouldn’t surprise me.”

      There was another possibility, and it was that he truly did want her to gather the oronok. It had been particularly difficult for her to capture. The Toral ring had given her power, and she’d been able to use that to create a containment, but she had to use sorcery to trap it.

      “You were only assigned to track down creatures?” he asked.

      “Creatures at first,” Jayna said. “Until we got here. Then it changed.” She took another bite, chewing slowly, savoring it. “Ceran tells me there has been a darkness in the world for centuries,” Jayna said. “And it is my responsibility to ensure the darkness is contained.”

      “I thought sorcerers protected us from dark magic users.”

      “That’s what they want everyone to believe. Yet I’ve seen that the sorcerers aren’t particularly well-equipped to deal with this kind of power.”

      There were ways that sorcerers could deal with dark magic users, but not all within the Society particularly cared to do so. Many simply overlooked it.

      “And if you can’t stop this magic?” Topher asked.

      “That’s not an option,” Jayna said.

      “Why doesn’t he get involved?”

      Jayna shook her head. “He has me to help him.”

      Eva started to laugh. “You’re asking the same questions I asked,” she said, glancing from Jayna to Topher. “And she still struggles to answer them, the same way she struggled answering me.”

      “I’m not struggling to answer them,” she said. “It’s just that there aren’t any easy answers.”

      “There’s an answer you haven’t even considered before.”

      “And what is that?”

      “He doesn’t want you to know the truth.”

      She just shrugged. “I don’t think Ceran is keeping relevant things from me to get me hurt.”

      From what he had said, the only things he had been keeping from her were things she wouldn’t be able to deal with—at least, not yet—and she believed it. She believed she simply wasn’t ready for certain information.

      When she had faced Gabranth and the Celebrants of Asymorn, Jayna wasn’t entirely sure she was ready for them. She knew there was a dark magic in the city, but at the time, she had been working to try to remove other sorts of darkness, not that of sorcerers.

      “Well, if there’s anything I can do . . .”

      She looked over to Topher, and she nodded while smiling at him. “Thank you.” She looked around. “I think we’re going to need to start digging,” she said to Eva.

      “Digging?”

      “You have resources within the city. It’s time for us to take advantage of them. We need to figure out what those resources know about the Celebrants of Asymorn and the Order of Norej. Once we figure that out, then we can start digging into whatever we can find out about Sarenoth. Decide where we’ll start, and I’ll come with you.”

      “You’ll be opening yourself up to a different type of question,” Eva said.

      “What kind of question might that be?”

      “The kind that asks why you’re looking into dark magic. You might be perceived as somebody interested in it. So far, you’ve done your best to avoid that perception.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’ve avoided it altogether. Unfortunately, it seems that everything I’ve done, everything I’ve tried to do, keeps bringing me back around to needing to understand and uncover who these twelve followers of Sarenoth are, and who Sarenoth himself is.”

      There was something else though: the troubling belief that maybe there was something more she still didn’t know, that there might be something else taking place, some other bit of magic beyond what she had uncovered so far.

      She didn’t know how much of that Ceran understood. It might be that he truly didn’t know anything more than what he had already revealed.

      “It might be dangerous,” Eva said.

      “Have we done anything in the city that’s not?”

      Eva leaned back, resting her head on the chair, and closing her eyes as she faced the fire. “Perhaps not.”

      Jayna got to her feet, smiled at Topher, and headed back to her room. She stared at the broken remnants of the wall. It was held in place with surges of magic, but maybe it was time for her to figure out some way of holding it more securely, ensuring the wall itself never fell.

      She grabbed one of the spellbooks Char had given her and started flipping through the pages, looking for something that could be useful to solidify the stone. All she needed was a way of holding it more securely. This was something she had put off, much like she had put off trying to better understand what she could learn about Norej and Asymorn. Both of them worried her, as did her concern that even if she were to find answers, they wouldn’t be useful to her without Ceran to help.

      She found a spell that might work. She read through it, then read through it again, trying to keep it fixed in her mind. Sorcery was more complicated than the kind of magic she used through her Toral ring.

      Still, as she settled in to begin, she couldn’t shake the memory of the attack on the street earlier.

      Char had been targeted by dark magic, used to agitate the crowd. Now there was a dead dark sorcerer surrounded by smoke. Something was going on in the city, and this time it seemed to be more than just dark magic.

      She traced a pattern out along the floor, repeating it the entire length of the wall. It was a very different pattern than what she had used in order to place the wall. When she was done, she had to grab a chair out of the kitchen and stand on it in order to place the same repeating pattern along the ceiling.

      There might be something within this that she could use in other ways. When she was done, she stepped back and pushed power out through the patterns, linking them. One by one, she worked her way down the wall until the energy surged, solidifying.

      With a flash of pale-white light, the stone smoothed over.

      Jayna stepped back. She had never seen anything quite like that before.

      It had worked.

      And she had done it completely with sorcery, not by using power through the Toral ring.

      Jayna sat down, grabbing the spellbook and resting it on her lap. Maybe she needed to spend more time working through the spells. Until she did, she was at a disadvantage in chasing after dark magic, especially where it involved powerful sorcerers.

      But they would soon go out to search for Eva’s contacts. They had time—she hoped.
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      It was now late evening, and well past the time Jayna thought Eva should be up again for the day. Jayna had wanted to visit Eva’s contacts, but her friend had been sleeping for most of the afternoon, curled up in front of the fire, the heat blasting off of it. Every so often, Eva would stir, then head to the fire and add logs to it, getting it blazing even more brightly, before curling up once again in front of the hearth.

      Jayna would have found herself smiling at that if it didn’t make the inside of the home so blasted hot. She hated the heat, though to be honest, the more Eva added logs to the fire, the more the humidity was pushed away. It tamped down most of it, so while the air was still unpleasant, it wasn’t quite as unpleasant as it would have been otherwise.

      She sat at the table, flipping through spellbooks. Answers had to be there, though she hadn’t come across any yet. There was one spell she found intriguing, and it reminded her a little bit of the memory bowl she had purchased in the market. It was an unusual use of magic. Most of the time, the Sorcerers’ Society frowned upon magic that could influence memories, especially the kind that could be used to take memories away from somebody, but they had an entire section in this spellbook focused on that. Some of the spells were as simple as altering a recollection, while others were a matter of extracting memories.

      Jayna sat in place, reading through it. The extraction of the memories was similar to what she had used the memory bowl for. If she could master how that spell worked, maybe she could hold on to it if she were to need it again. She didn’t want to have to use that kind of spell, and didn’t want to feel a need to take memories from someone, but at the same time, there was no denying the value in it. And if she could figure out how to reverse the spell, she might be able to help Eva.

      Eva stirred again, and Jayna sighed.

      She needed information, but she wasn’t about to go looking for it without Eva. She needed Eva’s presence with her to go to the kind of places she wanted to go and get the kind of information she thought she could acquire, mostly because Jayna hadn’t taken the time to foster any relationships with the owners of many of the antiquity shops throughout Nelar. Despite Eva’s grumpiness, she could be quite compelling with them.

      Besides, even though Jayna might grumble about it, having an opportunity to peruse these spellbooks, searching for answers, did appeal to her. She wanted to know more about the kind of magic they described—magic she had not had the opportunity to study because she had departed the Academy so quickly—and with this, she figured she could at least get a taste of that kind of magic. She might even find a way to understand it, though doing so was still complicated for her.

      While working, she found herself looking around. Topher hadn’t yet returned. He often disappeared for long stretches at a time, and Jayna didn’t bother trying to figure out where he was going or what he was after. There was no point in it. He was trying to better understand his enchantment abilities, and it was something Jayna hoped he would learn. She suspected they might need his skills before everything was finished.

      “What are you doing?”

      Jayna glanced over to see Eva sitting up, tracing her hand through her long black hair. Her skin glowed subtly from the fire, the warmth radiating off of her, but she had no sheen of sweat on her like Jayna would have had if she were to lie in front of the fire for that long. Given all the smoke magic Eva put off, she would’ve expected the woman to absorb the heat.

      “I’m just studying,” Jayna said.

      “Studying.”

      Jayna closed the book and slid it across the table, turning to look at Eva. “Well, I was waiting for you.”

      “Why?”

      “We were going to visit your contacts,” she said carefully. “Remember?”

      Eva took a deep breath. “I suppose we could do that. I do need to go out and find more wine.”

      “Why does it always have to be about wine?”

      “Don’t you think it should be?” She inhaled deeply, looking around the room. “Where’s the other one?”

      “Don’t tell me you actually miss Topher?”

      “It’s not that I miss him, it’s just . . .” She shook her head. “I’m hungry.”

      “You could get up and make your own food.”

      “He’s been cooking for me.”

      “That’s why you like having him around?”

      “‘Like’ is such a strong word.”

      “That’s why you tolerate having him around?”

      “Yes.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sure he will be quite pleased to learn that.”

      “I don’t care what pleases him.” Eva stood, wiping her hands along her dress, and frowned at Jayna. “Are we going?”

      Jayna just chuckled. She took the books back to her room, slipping them under the bed to hide them, figuring that was better than the cabinet in the kitchen where she had kept the other spellbook, and joined Eva before stepping out in the street. The evening air was cool—at least, cool for the usually warm city of Nelar—but the heavy humidity remained, making it difficult for Jayna to take a deep breath.

      “Everything feels so wet,” Eva said.

      “Maybe because you were sitting by the fire all afternoon.”

      “Not sitting.”

      “Lying,” Jayna said, laughing. “And whatever else you were doing. I wonder if perhaps that has made it more difficult for you to tolerate the humidity of the city.”

      “I tolerate it just fine.”

      They hadn’t gone very far before Jayna felt a tightness around her skin. It was similar to the precursor she felt when she detected magic, though she wasn’t sure that was what she felt now.

      “Do you detect anything?” she asked Eva.

      Eva glanced over to her. “What am I supposed to detect?”

      Jayna frowned, shaking her head. “I’m not exactly sure.”

      There had been such strangeness in the city that she didn’t even know what to make of the sensation, and the strangeness was not only with the attack on Char, but the actions of the dular since the attack on the manor homes.

      “Just stay alert.”

      “I’m always alert,” Eva said.

      “Other than when you have a full bottle of wine.”

      “I’m alert enough,” Eva said.

      They continued making their way through the streets, though every so often, Jayna would turn, looking around her, searching for any signs of something suspicious but finding none. She couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a strange energy out there, nearby, though she had no idea what it was or if it was anything to even be concerned about.

      They moved quickly, but soon a flicker of shadows caught her attention. She pointed to it. A pair of people moving near a darkened building.

      “What do you think they’re doing?” she asked, motioning to Eva.

      “Stealing, most likely,” Eva said.

      Jayna shook her head. “That’s odd.”

      In this part of the city, it was unusual for there to be much in the way of theft. Mostly because there wasn’t much here that was all that valuable. They were in the older section of the city, the stone covered by thick layers of moss that glowed with the dim light in the growing darkness.

      “Come on. I want to see what’s going on,” Jayna said.

      “You’re going to get us in trouble, aren’t you?”

      “We can go visit Telluminder anytime.”

      “He was expecting us,” Eva said.

      “At this time?” When Eva didn’t say anything more, Jayna shook her head. “Let’s check on this, and then if Telluminder is still even open, we can visit with him this evening. Otherwise, I’m going to need you to wake up earlier tomorrow.”

      “You’re going to need me to?”

      “It would be helpful if you could be a participant in this,” Jayna said.

      “I am a participant,” Eva said.

      “An active participant.”

      “I can’t promise that.”

      They turned down another street, following the dark shadows she’d seen and pausing every so often as she caught sight of more movement, but it was more than just that. The strange, powerful feeling of energy in the air continued.

      “Enchantments,” Jayna whispered.

      Eva glanced over to her, and Jayna nodded. “I can feel it. I don’t know—”

      Something struck her, like a fist to the back. It was quiet and she’d heard nothing. The strike sent her staggering forward. Jayna spun, rolling over, and held out the dragon stone ring, already beginning to draw power through it.

      She got to her feet and Eva stood next to her, hands clenched at her side, smoke starting to whirl around her. It was times like these when Jayna appreciated that Eva had not been drinking too much wine. Not that she had ever seen Eva unable to get up for a fight.

      “That’s an interesting enchantment,” Jayna muttered.

      It had been violent, but not terribly so. It hurt, but wouldn’t kill. There was a role for enchantments like that. Immediately, she began to think of various possibilities.

      Whatever the thieves were up to, they wanted to hide from notice. And they didn’t care whom they targeted.

      Given what she’d seen earlier, she didn’t want to be caught unawares.

      Holding them off required more than sorcery, but she could start with a familiar spell. She created a pattern of the magic ball around her, and pushed the energy of the dragon stone ring through it, crafting a practically solid barrier that shimmered up from the ground.

      Jayna moved forward carefully.

      “What do you care about this?” Eva whispered.

      Jayna glanced over to her, and noticed a faint streamer of smoke trailing from her. It curled around her hands, and she suspected Eva had used the spikes in her palms to pierce the skin and activate her smoke magic.

      “Curiosity.”

      She grabbed Eva, and they headed down a nearby alley, though Jayna maintained her hold over the protection she had placed around herself. She added a little bit around Eva as well, though she didn’t know if that was necessary. Eva had her own way of protecting herself.

      “Why here?”

      Jayna motioned all around her. Something struck again, this time from behind, but with her barrier in place, she was protected. She glanced over to Eva, who stared into the darkness, the smoke drifting gradually around her, but with increasing speed.

      “There’s something familiar here,” Eva said, not looking back to her.

      Something familiar might mean that smoke they’d seen in the forest. Or the dark sorcerer who had been stirring up trouble in the city. Or even someone Jayna had angered before. Master Raollet, the shop owner whose shop Jayna had wrecked not too long ago, hadn’t sent anyone after her in a while, but she wouldn’t put it past him to keep taps on her.

      She needed to know who or what this was.

      Tracing a quick pattern designed to help track magic, Jayna sent a swirl of energy into the distance. She could feel it flowing away from her, drifting, and as she pushed power out, the effect granted her understanding of the power that had blasted them. A force enchantment. Dular magic, nothing more, which she had suspected—and the kind she’d seen used in the city before.

      “I can block this kind of enchantment,” she said.

      She strode forward, sending a glowing orb of light ahead of her. It streaked forward, floating, illuminating the alleyway.

      Three faces cowered in the shadows. But there was a fourth that didn’t. One that looked defiant.

      “Matthew?”

      “Who’s asking?”

      She froze for a moment. She had seen him, her brother’s former best friend, around the city since he had helped her before, but then she had used the memory bowl to erase his memories of that time. If it had worked the way she intended, he wouldn’t even be aware that she was in the city, nor would he have any recollection of what had gone on or his role in it.

      “It’s Jayna Aguelon.”

      He stepped forward. He was dressed in a black jacket and pants, the color blending into the shadows. He carried something in his hand, a heavy item that glowed softly and seemed to be filled with a sort of energy.

      That was the force enchantment she’d felt.

      “What are you doing here, Jayna? It’s not safe. Especially not for you. There’s something going on in the city with the sorcerers.”

      She glanced behind him, looking toward the faces she had seen, but they had disappeared.

      “You should get going,” Matthew said, stepping toward her and lowering his voice. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, and I don’t know that I can protect you here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Jayna—”

      Jayna had known he was in the city for a job that he hadn’t completed. He’d gotten sidetracked with the bloodstone, but maybe this was why he had come to the city.

      “Maybe we should talk about what you’re doing.”

      Matthew glanced behind him before turning and looking at Eva for a long moment, appraising her, then looking back to Jayna. “Not here.”

      “I have a place we could go.” Matthew had been there before, but wouldn’t remember. Hopefully Robert wouldn’t make it awkward.

      “No. I have a place.”

      Matthew guided them along the street, heading past where they’d come, moving out to where the merchant section typically had been, up until the merchant tax. This part of the city was quite a bit different than the dular market. There were traditional items sold here. Most of the shops had brightly painted signs indicating the kind of stores they were. She saw metalsmiths, bakers, seamstresses, wax workers, and a few she didn’t quite recognize. Maybe a general store mixed in. The people here were dressed less flamboyantly than some of the dular who loved bright colors, and more like the bland gray and browns preferred within the rest of the kingdom.

      “There’s not much out here anymore,” she said, though it was mostly to Eva.

      “I know. Ever since the damn Society . . . .” He glanced over his shoulder, shaking his head. “Sorry about that, Jayna. But ever since the Society decided to impose the tax, the merchants had to move.”

      “What do you mean, the Society imposed the tax?”

      “That’s who’s responsible for this.”

      “I thought the ruling dular imposed the tax.”

      “Only after the Society forced their hand. The dular needed to recoup their costs, and considering that the Society had invoked a higher tax, it forced them to react.” He shook his head again. “I’m not here to talk about politics. Gods, I shouldn’t even be here with you at all. What are you doing in Nelar?”

      Jayna looked over at Eva. “I’m with the Society.”

      “I know you’re with the Society. Remember? I was with your brother when you told him. You shouldn’t have come out to Nelar though.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Everything’s complicated in Nelar,” Matthew said.

      He glanced down one of the side streets, tipping his head to the side, then darted forward. He moved quickly, and with a strange, surprising grace. Eva remained silent, though she knew Jayna had lied to Matthew.

      “What are you concerned about?” Jayna asked him.

      “I’m concerned about you, Jayna. I might not have promised Jonathan that I’d take care of you, but I can’t let something happen to his little sister.” He glanced over to her. “Well, not so little anymore, but you were once somewhat like my sister too.”

      He stopped along a darkened storefront, tipping his head to the side again, and held his hand out.

      It occurred to Jayna that he was using an enchantment, though she wasn’t exactly sure what the purpose of it might be.

      Finally, he turned back to her. “You’re going to have to keep it down in here.”

      “Keep what down?”

      “You. What you are.”

      “And what exactly am I?” she asked carefully.

      “A sorcerer, Jayna. Gods.” He pushed open the door, and a pale light drifted out. Jayna followed him in carefully, already starting to carefully draw on the energy from the dragon stone, but it wasn’t necessary. It was a tavern.

      Not a very loud or active or boisterous one, but it was a tavern. Massive partitions separated each of the tables, arranged in such a way so each table had privacy from the others. She couldn’t even see the faces of most people gathered around. She leaned forward, trying to peer around one of the partitions, when Matthew grabbed her wrist, shaking his head.

      He nodded to a booth in the corner, and Eva and Jayna took a seat. Matthew disappeared for a moment, returning with three mugs of ale. Eva looked at hers, shrugging, then took a long sip.

      “Can’t believe you’d come to the city at this time. I knew they were calling power here, but this is ridiculous. Bringing people barely out of the Academy?” Matthew lowered his voice, then looked around. “Not that I wouldn’t expect the Academy to act like that. They always did have a cruel streak.”

      “What are you going on about?”

      “You. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “Why?”

      “Because the Society has been calling power back to Nelar. Or calling power to Nelar, such as it may be.” He frowned at her and asked again, “That’s your purpose here, isn’t it?”

      “I . . .”

      The door to the tavern opened, and Matthew leaned out just a little bit, slipping his head off to the side so he could look out of the booth, then he leaned back, shaking his head.

      “Why are you so jumpy?” Eva asked.

      Matthew frowned at her. “We haven’t met. I’m Matthew Veran. I’ve known Jayna since she was about this high,” he said, raising his hand about waist-high off the floor. “She used to chase me and her brother around as we pulled jobs back in—”

      “I know who you are,” Eva said.

      Matthew frowned at her. “Do you, now?”

      Jayna glanced over to Eva, wanting to remind her not to say anything to Matthew. He didn’t need to know she had stolen his memories. Eva caught her eye and looked away.

      “You haven’t said anything about why you’re here,” Jayna said.

      Matthew shook his head again. “I shouldn’t even be here with you, and if you weren’t Jonathan’s kid sister, I wouldn’t be, but I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “Why would something happen to me?”

      “Because of the fighting. There’s been upheaval in the city.”

      “I’m aware,” she said.

      “If you’re aware, then you should know that the upheaval is a little different than other times.”

      “I don’t know about any other times,” Jayna said.

      Matthew just grunted. “Me neither, and that’s the problem. This is something, though.”

      “Why don’t you start telling me what it is. You brought us here,” Jayna said, looking around. The partitions between the booths allowed for quiet conversation. It would be perfect for thieves like Matthew, she realized. Maybe that was why he had brought her here. He wanted to have a chance to have a conversation that couldn’t be overheard.

      “It’s just a place I know,” he said. “And one where I know they won’t talk.”

      Jayna regarded him for a moment. It had to be about more than that, and Matthew’s reason for coming to the city had to be about more than he acknowledged too.

      “All I want is for you to get to safety,” Matthew said to her, holding her gaze for a long moment. “I know you probably think I’m not the right person for you to trust, but I know what I’m talking about. The Society isn’t going to be able to protect you with this.”

      What more did Matthew know?

      “You obviously want to help me,” she said, trying a different tactic. “You can tell me. I’m not going to go run off and report you.”

      She almost slipped up and said that she hadn’t reported him when she had first seen him in the city.

      Matthew leaned back, fidgeting for a moment and looking over her shoulder again. “I don’t like this. I don’t like any of this. And had I known what the job was going to be . . .”

      Jayna just frowned.

      Maybe she should’ve pushed before, trying to figure out just what Matthew had gotten himself involved in, but his job had been his own.

      He had helped her, as well. And then she had wiped his memory.

      “You should just know that it’s dangerous,” Matthew said. “That’s enough.”

      “It’s more than just dangerous,” Jayna said to him.

      “Of course it is. War is dangerous.”

      “You’re a thief, Matthew. There should be no reason to get involved in a war,” Jayna said.

      “There is when you can get answers,” he whispered.

      He jerked his head toward the door, jumping to his feet. “Just be safe, Jayna. Promise me you won’t get involved in all of this.”

      “In all of what?”

      “Don’t let the Society bring you into this.”

      “And how are you into this?” Jayna asked, leaning toward him.

      “Sometimes the jobs demand certain things,” he muttered and flicked his gaze around. “Don’t come back to this place. It’s too dangerous.”

      “For you?”

      “For you. You can have your ale, but don’t use any magic. If you do, just tell them you’re a dular. That will give you a pass.” He glanced toward the door again. “I need to get moving. I really wish I could talk to you again, and I’m sure I can find you in the city . . .”

      He darted off, heading toward the door, leaving her sitting next to Eva, frowning.

      “It might’ve been easier had you not used the enchantment on him,” Eva said. “He might have been more helpful.”

      “Or he might have caused more trouble for me,” Jayna said. As she looked at where Matthew had disappeared, she couldn’t help but worry that might be the case now. “He thinks he can protect me.”

      “What if he can? There’s something strange about him.”

      Jayna nodded. She had wondered if Eva would have any way of detecting that. “Not strange. When I claimed his memories, I saw something. I don’t know what it means, but he is somehow tied to the El’aras.”

      “He’s not El’aras,” Eva said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “He’s too short.”

      Jayna snorted before looking around the tavern again. “You think it’s only about familiarity?” When Eva looked at her with a frown, Jayna realized she was not making a whole lot of sense. “This place. And bringing us here.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe there’s something here.”

      “Can you look into it?”

      Eva frowned again for a moment before nodding. “You always give me the good assignments.”

      “I never figured you for one to turn down investigating a tavern.” She looked around. “What exactly do you think he got himself pulled into?”

      “I can’t even imagine,” Eva said.

      “Something with the dular,” Jayna said.

      “Do you think it's the dular, or do you think it’s something else?”

      Jayna shook her head. “I don’t even know anymore.”

      And because she didn’t know, she was left to worry about Matthew along with what was taking place in the city, and just how dangerous all of it was.

      She leaned back, cupping the mug of ale, thinking about what Matthew had told her.

      War.

      That was what troubled her.

      Here she thought the difficulty between the Sorcerers’ Society and the dular was more of a disagreement. From the way Matthew made it sound, that was not the case at all. It was far more formal and serious than that.

      What if it was tied to the twelve followers of Sarenoth?

      The communication with Ceran had been so infrequent that she didn’t know any longer. She couldn’t help but feel as if that might be part of the reason he had wanted her to stay here.

      Jayna took a deep breath, letting it out. “I think we’re going to have to get involved.”

      “I’ll do whatever you think,” Eva said.

      That surprised her. Eva wasn’t usually so accommodating. “This is not going to be easy.”

      “When you’re around, Jayna, it never is.”
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      There were dozens of antiquity shops within the city of Nelar, and all of them carried items that could be useful in their search, but not all of them were equal in their proprietors, nor in the type of enchantments found within. Jayna had explored many of the shops during her time in Nelar and had come to learn there were a variety of store owners, much like there were a variety of dular throughout the city.

      She looked over to the small, squat, stone building with only a hint of moss growing along its surface, taking a deep breath and trying to ignore the humidity pressing in upon her. The simple closed door before her carried a few markings to indicate what it sold, but not much else otherwise. She hadn’t been here for a while, but the last time she had, she had found that Eva knew the store owner much better than Jayna would’ve expected.

      “Why here first?” Jayna asked.

      “Because Telluminder is the most likely to know what we’re looking for.”

      Eva held her hands off to her side, squeezing them, though no blood dripped from her palms, as it often did. She took a few deep breaths, and though she bit her lower lip, no smoke breathed out from her either.

      “You’re hesitating,” Jayna said.

      “I’m getting myself in the necessary mindset for this.”

      Jayna watched her, frowning for a moment. “Why do you need to be in the right mindset?”

      Eva shrugged. “Telluminder can be particular. And this type of questioning requires a certain touch.”

      Something was off with Eva, though Jayna couldn’t tell just what it was. For whatever reason, she could feel some aspect of Eva’s irritation, something that suggested she wasn’t quite herself.

      “Why don’t we just get in there and get this over with?” Jayna asked.

      “That is what I’ve been saying,” Eva snapped. Eva glared at her for a moment before shaking her head. “You think these people want to talk to us.”

      “You don’t think they do?”

      “I know they don’t. They only want us to leave the city. They feel like we’re interfering.”

      “Well, I suppose, in some ways, we are interfering.”

      “You might be interfering, but I’m not.”

      Jayna just shook her head and nodded to the door. “Let’s go inside.”

      The door to the shop remained closed, but Jayna could feel energy coming from inside. It wasn’t sorcery, not necessarily, and she wasn’t typically alerted to the power of the dular. Maybe it was some other kind of magic, though in her time in Nelar, Jayna hadn’t seen many other kinds, other than from the El’aras she had rescued.

      When she looked over to Eva, the haze of her smoke magic radiated out and around her. “You look nervous,” Jayna said.

      “I just understand what kind of man Telluminder is.”

      Jayna smiled to herself. “I didn’t get the feeling he was a man. Not human, at least.”

      Eva shot her a look. “You would be making a mistake, then.”

      “I’m not trying to upset you,” Jayna said, looking over to her friend. “I’m just commenting that—”

      “I know what you’re commenting on.” Eva turned her attention to the door, and squeezed her hands. The power that flowed within her burst outward and washed away, a hint of smoke that trailed out from her, flowing into the door, then stopping. “For all of the things I’ve forgotten, there are still plenty of times when I’m not nearly as ignorant as you are.”

      She pulled the door open and stepped inside.

      Jayna followed, but not before glancing in either direction behind her, looking along the street. This part of the city was generally quiet, and it was now as well. There wasn’t any movement, though every so often, Jayna noticed the Toral ring starting to squeeze, constricting slightly around her finger, as if some dark magic was being used nearby. She saw no other evidence for it, but she needed to be careful. She recognized that not everything within the city was the way she’d believed it to be when she had first arrived.

      The inside of Telluminder’s shop was brightly lit, the same way it had been when she had been here before. Rows of shelves all containing various items of power lined the walls, and the small, gray-haired man sat behind the counter, watching them as they came in.

      A serious-looking, dark-haired woman pushed past them, leaving the shop right as they entered. She said nothing, though she watched them for a moment, her gaze heavy as it lingered.

      Jayna was tempted to test the woman for sorcery, but if she was a sorcerer, she probably wouldn’t have been in Telluminder’s shop. Maybe she could be El’aras, though Eva’s comment about Matthew not being tall enough to be El’aras made it unlikely this woman would be. She was even shorter than Matthew.

      “Eva Rekayth. Why am I not surprised to see you again?” Telluminder swung his gaze upon Jayna, leaving it leveled there for just a moment, a weight in his eyes that hovered. “And Jayna Aguelon. Ruiner of cities.”

      “I didn’t ruin any city,” Jayna said. She paused in front of a strangely carved jar. It was an odd shape, tall and cylindrical, with lines that looped around it. It looked almost to be writing, but she recognized that as an enchantment. And given the amount of writing along its surface, it had to be an enchantment created with particular skill.

      She glanced over to Eva, holding her gaze for a moment before looking back down at the enchantment.

      “Go ahead,” she said to Eva.

      “I thought you would want to do the questioning,” Eva said.

      “Far be it from me to fear what I don’t understand, the depths of power involved,” she said to Eva.

      Eva headed down to Telluminder, and she began to chat with him, her voice low.

      Jayna realized it made more sense for Eva to do the initial questioning. She had a relationship with Telluminder, but she also had something that gave her an air of credibility that Jayna didn’t have. Eva was not viewed the same way Jayna was within the city, and given her experiences in Nelar so far, she figured that perhaps it was better for Eva to be the one.

      This gave her an opportunity to peruse the shelves anyway.

      She found a small sculpture on one of the bottom shelves. It had wings, a serpent-like body, and a long tail that wrapped up and around. As she held her hand above it, she felt a bit of warmth radiating from it. A sculpture next to it looked like a small man with large fangs. He had pointy ears, thick, spiky hair, and unlike the other sculpture, this one was cold. Both of them had been done with such detail that Jayna could only stare. They had to be enchantments.

      She glanced over to Telluminder. He continued chatting with Eva, but every so often, he glanced in her direction, as if he knew she was exploring and wanted to keep her from touching something she shouldn’t.

      Jayna moved on. A circular shield made of a beaten metal rested on a metal shelf. Drawings along the surface of the shield caught her eye, and she suspected that most of those drawings were meant to provide enchantments into the shield itself. As far as she could tell, the shield carried multiple different enchantments, multiple different layers of power.

      She took the shield and held it, tracing her fingers around it. She could feel the energy within it, though she wasn’t able to determine anything else about it.

      “Be careful with that,” Telluminder said. He hopped off his stool and tottered around the counter. Telluminder was short, barely coming up to her waist, and had flowing gray hair, a wide head, and an impossibly small body. He reached for the shield, plucked it from Jayna’s hand, and slipped it back onto the shelf. “Unless you know what you’re doing with it, I would advise you to leave it well enough alone.”

      “I was just having a look.”

      “You can have a look without touching.” He glanced over to Eva. “Is she like this wherever she goes?”

      “Most of the time,” Eva said. She leaned on the counter and just watched Jayna, not helping.

      “What is it?” Jayna asked.

      “As I’m sure even you can determine, it is an enchantment.”

      Jayna crouched down, leaning forward and looking at the shield. “It’s a different kind of enchantment than I’ve seen before. I haven’t seen too many with multiple layers of enchantment upon them.”

      She wasn’t even sure that such a thing could have been done, but the detail on the shield was not nearly as exquisite as she would’ve expected from a sorcerer, who would’ve been the only one she thought capable of placing an enchantment like that. That suggested this had stemmed from a dular, but what dular could place that kind of power on a shield?

      “Obviously, you haven’t the necessary experience for such things,” he snapped at her.

      Jayna chuckled. “Obviously.”

      “Are you mocking me now?” He looked over to Eva. “Is she mocking me?”

      “Probably,” Eva said.

      Jayna just shook her head. “I’m not mocking. I’m trying to understand your shield. Don’t you want others to know just what you have available at your shop?”

      “I want others to leave my items alone unless they have the proper understanding of how to handle them.”

      “But I know how to handle an enchantment,” Jayna said.

      “You think you do,” he said, shaking his head. “That would be your first mistake, now wouldn’t it?”

      Jayna started to laugh. She didn’t remember Telluminder being quite like this the last time she had been here. A little stubborn, maybe, but now he was expressing a clear irritability with her.

      “Have I done anything to upset you?”

      “Oh, no. The great Jayna Aguelon has done nothing.”

      Jayna straightened and looked down at Telluminder. “We just came here to talk. I didn’t come here to cause trouble. And I certainly haven’t come to the city to cause trouble.”

      “But trouble seems to follow you regardless of what you intend, doesn’t it?”

      Jayna couldn’t even refute that. “Maybe we got off on the wrong foot.”

      He looked down at his feet. “My feet are fine.”

      “Maybe I said something that upset you.”

      She glanced over to Eva, who rested on the counter, eyes closed, a bit of faint smoke trailing around her face. It was almost as if the energy around her continued to flow, swirling, as if she were trying to call upon the power within her but not wanting to be seen drawing on that energy. Jayna thought the two of them would have worked better together when it came to getting information from Telluminder, but seeing Eva like this left her thinking that maybe she wasn’t going to be an ally in her search for information.

      Telluminder hadn’t responded to her last statement, so Jayna pressed on. “I suppose you don’t need the money, then.”

      Telluminder straightened and frowned at her. “Money?”

      “I was in the market for some different enchantments.” She shrugged, glancing over to Eva for a moment before turning her attention back to Telluminder. “But there are other shops like yours I could get them from. I don’t need to waste my time here.” She started to turn, then Telluminder grabbed her arm, turning her back to face him.

      “We don’t need to be too hasty,” he said.

      “We don’t,” Jayna said.

      “Perhaps I let the rumors about you influence my opinion a little bit more than I should have,” he said.

      “What exactly were the rumors about me?”

      “Why, the rumors say that Jayna Aguelon has decided to rule the city.”

      Jayna started to smile, and she glanced over to Eva again, but she remained motionless. When she turned her attention back to Telluminder, she shook her head, trying to hide her concern. “I have no interest in ruling. All I’ve been trying to do is help the city.”

      “By destroying things?”

      “I didn’t destroy anything. If nothing else, I protected the city.”

      “What makes you think that?” Telluminder asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that I prevented a dangerous attack in the city.” Twice, she didn’t add, but didn’t think she needed to justify herself, and certainly not to a man like Telluminder. Perhaps she should have sent Eva looking for the information without her. It might’ve been easier.

      Still, she remembered what Telluminder had known when she had been here before. He did have access to knowledge and information she couldn’t get anywhere else. She had to think that if anybody knew anything useful about the twelve followers along with Sarenoth, it would have to be him, but at the same time, he was also quirky, something Jayna had far too much experience with.

      There were others who might be useful as well, but Jayna was less inclined to go to Master Raollet, though it might give her a chance to ask about whether he had hired other thugs to come after her.

      “You stopped it?” Telluminder asked, cocking his head and glancing from her to Eva. “That’s not what everybody says.”

      “Then everybody is wrong,” Jayna said. “We stopped it.”

      He left the shield, hopped back around the counter, climbed up on his tall stool, and leaned forward. Now that he was at a height more equal to hers, she was forced to look in his eyes.

      “What are you here for?” he asked.

      “I was here to ask a few questions, but apparently I came to the wrong place.”

      “You said you were here to spend money.”

      “I can spend money,” Jayna said, “but I need to make sure that it’s money well spent.” She wasn’t above buying information, especially if it helped guide her. “How do I know you’re worth it?”

      Telluminder leaned forward and flashed his yellowed teeth at her. “Who else would put up with you?” He shook his head. “It’s because of you that the dular are less inclined to work with me. They blame you for what happened in the city.”

      Was that the reason for his irritation? “I’m sorry about that,” she said. “I didn’t tell anybody not to work with you.”

      “You don’t have to tell them,” Telluminder said. “They make their own choices, much like I have made my own choice. When I offered you help before, I apparently chose sides.” He glanced over to Eva before turning his attention back to Jayna. “And in the eyes of those within the city, it has turned me into someone who cannot be trusted.”

      Jayna turned away from him, and she found a sculpture with a long feather trailing out of its side resting up against the wall. She didn’t touch it, knowing how Telluminder might react, but she could see the pattern-work along its surface. Another enchantment.

      How many of the items within the shop were enchanted?

      Better yet, what was the purpose of some of these items?

      “You have quite a few weapons here.”

      “Of course I do.”

      Jayna started to laugh, turning. “You say that as if it should be unsurprising.”

      “What else does an enchantment offer than an opportunity to attack?” Telluminder asked.

      “Most people within the city claim the enchantments are simply designed to offer protection, not act as offensive weapons.”

      And not all enchantments worked in those ways either. There were some that offered better hearing or sight, assistance that was beneficial to people as they grew older. Some offered a hint of strength, valuable for those who had become feeble. There were enchantments that could be used for nefarious purposes as well. Speed. Strength, in the wrong setting. Even hearing and sight could be misused.

      And then there were other enchantments, like the ones Jayna now had in her pouch, the ones the little girl had given her. There was not much else those enchantments could be used for besides attacking.

      There were other ways of creating enchantments, linking magic in very specific manners, but too many people thought to use violence in their creation.

      “As you have seen, the type of enchantments I have acquired are older.”

      “Do you even know what they’ll do?” she asked, pausing in front of a spear.

      “I know what most of them do,” he said.

      Jayna turned away from studying the spear and grinned at him. “Most?”

      “Not all are quite as obvious as others,” he said. “Some of the purposes of the items have been lost to time.” He nodded toward the center of the shop. “Take the shield, for example. You might think it’s simply an intriguing enchantment, and perhaps it is, but it’s also an item that reflects a history of our people.”

      “Our people?”

      He glowered at her for a moment. “As you can see from the markings along the surface of the shield, there is an intention behind it. You can learn much from the type of markings, much about the people. What they celebrate. What they fear. What they thought they needed to defend themselves against.”

      Jayna glanced at the spear again before turning slightly to look at the shield. He was right. She hadn’t given much thought to that before, but knowing what a person had been afraid of would offer insight into them.

      “What have you learned?”

      “Most of the items from within Nelar reflect fear of the El’aras.”

      Jayna took a deep breath, but the humidity in the air made it difficult for her to inhale fully. The shop had a strange, almost bitter odor to it as well, which added to her discomfort. “You said most.”

      “Not all. There are other items that have been used for other purposes.”

      “Such as what?”

      He smirked at her. “Such as defending against sorcery.”

      Jayna shook her head. “The Sorcerers’ Society has only served in an advisory role.” As soon as she said it, she realized she had defaulted to what the Society had trained her to do and say. She knew it wasn’t entirely the truth. It was just what she had been taught.

      “I am surprised Jayna Aguelon would respect such untruths so willingly,” Telluminder said.

      “What else have you uncovered?”

      “I suspect you are not as interested as you would have me believe.”

      “On the contrary, I am very interested. I’m trying to understand what influenced the city of Nelar.”

      “What influenced it before? Why, people have always influenced the world.” He nodded around his shop. “The dular have been a part of the world for a long time. They have offered their own connection to the world, and have attempted to make contact with those who share in their abilities.”

      “Like the sorcerers.”

      “You view sorcery as something comparable to dular magic, when it is dissimilar.”

      “They come from the same place. The dular just don’t have the same potency as sorcerers.”

      “No,” he said, glancing from Jayna to Eva. “Sorcery involves finding power within yourself, but it also involves putting that power into the world, placing your influence. The dular find something more intuitive. They use emotion and themselves and . . .” He waved a hand. “I suppose it doesn’t matter to one such as yourself.”

      Jayna looked at a small sculpture resting nearest her. It looked like a bowl, reminding her of the memory bowl she had used on Matthew.

      “All power in the world has its own unique source,” Telluminder finally said. “Even yours, Jayna Aguelon.”

      He watched her, and there was something in the way he said it that left her wondering whether he knew more about the nature of her power than he let on. She had done her best to try to conceal the source of her power while she was within the city, and didn’t think anybody here knew the truth of how she connected to magic, but maybe she had not been as skillful as she had thought at hiding how she was bound to others.

      “You know quite a bit about the power within Nelar,” she said.

      “Not as much as some, but more than most.”

      “Who else in the city knows more than you?” He smiled, but didn’t answer. “I see. You don’t want to reveal them.”

      “I don’t want you to think you need to go elsewhere. I do believe we have agreed upon a transaction.”

      Jayna chuckled. “That’s what this is about. You want to make sure you’re paid.”

      “I am a salesman,” Telluminder said.

      Jayna just shook her head. “I will ensure you’re paid regardless.”

      It might have been better if she had offered to purchase something from him, seeing as how he was a salesman—or, at least, he wanted her to believe he was a salesman—but Jayna suspected Telluminder was something more.

      Someone with magic of their own would be useful. Maybe he could help her learn things about the city. He had been here a long time.

      Ceran had remained absent, and the longer Jayna remained here, the more likely she was going to attract notice. It would limit the kind of things she could do and the ways she could act within the city.

      Why didn’t Ceran see that?

      Unless he did and didn’t think it mattered.

      “I’m interested in information about ancient sorcery,” she said.

      “I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to help you,” he said.

      “Not at all?”

      “Not with what you might do.”

      “How do you know what I might do?”

      “Given what I’ve seen you doing so far, Jayna Aguelon, I can’t help but hypothesize.”

      Jayna frowned at him. “What exactly do you think I’ve been doing?”

      He glanced over to Eva. “You have brought her into the city, for starters.”

      “I didn’t realize you were offended by her presence.”

      “It’s not a matter of that. It’s a matter of knowing what her presence represents.”

      “What does it represent?”

      “War.”

      Jayna started to laugh, but she watched Eva. “I’m afraid you don’t know her that well.”

      “I know her better than you. And I understand just what her presence in the city means, what her presence in the city might do.”

      Jayna frowned at him, but had a feeling he wasn’t interested in explaining.

      “We need information about Nelar.” She was starting to struggle with how she was going to continue the conversation with Telluminder. He acted like he didn’t like her, but he wouldn’t have kept talking to her if he didn’t like her at least a little. “If there’s been so much activity here, we need to try to figure out why.”

      He leaned back, watching her. “What do you know about Nelar?”

      “I know it’s at the edge of the kingdom.”

      “That is very basic, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “And I know it once was El’aras.”

      “Once.” He chuckled. “This was once a place of power, a place of celebration. Many of these buildings were designed to celebrate the El’aras god. Of course, there were some who believed the El’aras king was a god.” He shook his head, making a soft clucking deep in his throat that told her everything she needed to know about his feelings on the matter. “Time changed things for the El’aras, as time changes things for all people.”

      “It wasn’t just time though, was it?”

      He tipped his head to the side, shaking it slowly. “It was not.”

      “How did the kingdom overthrow the El’aras?”

      She had a feeling that was what Telluminder wanted her to ask, and all she needed to do was push a little bit harder, and she could get information out of him that he wanted her to know. He watched her with his strange, wide-eyed gaze, and there was something almost unsettling within it. There was something about the way he looked at her, the way he studied her, that suggested he knew far more than he should have.

      This was not just an antiquities dealer. This was a man who had been a part of the city, and a man who understood things that he shouldn’t. Maybe even someone who wasn’t fully human.

      “How do men overthrow all things of magic?” he asked.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No. I’m sure you do not.”

      “Are you mocking me now?”

      He chuckled. “I find myself enjoying this conversation more than I would’ve expected. I thought I was going to be irritated by your presence, and while I am not pleased to see you, I must admit that I do enjoy speaking with you.” He glanced over to Eva and said, “You did well bringing her to me.”

      Eva waved her hand. “Great.”

      “How were the El’aras defeated?” Jayna cast a side glance at Eva as she asked the question.

      “Why, Jayna Aguelon, I would’ve expected that you, of all people, would have known.”

      Jayna watched him for a moment. “Sorcery.”

      He nodded slowly. “Sorcery has been the ally of the kingdom ever since it emerged.”

      “The Society existed before the kingdom.”

      “Perhaps. That is beyond my knowing.”

      She watched him for a moment and frowned. “You mentioned that people celebrated the El’aras king as a god. Were there any other gods that people celebrated?” If Telluminder knew about the gods, maybe there would be something more she could understand. Maybe she could learn about the dark god, and the power that the twelve followers of Sarenoth could access.

      She wasn’t sure what gods were celebrated here. There were no temples as there were in some parts of the world, and she had not heard anybody speak of their religion, though given how close they were to the forest, and the history of El’aras in the city, maybe whatever god was celebrated here was somehow tied to the El’aras.

      “You aren’t the first to have raised the question.” Telluminder shrugged. “There have been others who have looked for information recently.”

      “Others who have looked for information about the old gods?”

      “Such information can be difficult to acquire, especially in places like Nelar. Not many have such books.”

      Jayna glanced over to Eva, who shrugged. “Either it’s the Society, or if you’re talking about in Nelar, then it would be the dular who have that kind of books. There is a ruling class here who could be as responsible as anyone for what has happened.”

      “Perhaps.” He leaned back, sweeping his gaze around the inside of his shop. “Unfortunately, my supply of enchantments has waned. I hope you won’t be in Nelar much longer to prevent my business from thriving.”

      “I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be in the city,” Jayna said.

      “That is fortunate,” he said.

      Jayna locked eyes with Eva. She had stood, straightening, and she looked around the shop, bits of smoke trailing around her, as if she were unsettled, then she breathed out, increasing the amount of smoke.

      “Who did you sell the book on the gods to?”

      “Unfortunately, I must keep that to myself. My clients expect a measure of privacy, as I’m sure you could appreciate.”

      Jayna watched him. She knew Telluminder knew something, was hiding something from them. She knew from the way he watched her, the expression in his eyes, the way he shifted.

      She nodded to him. “Perhaps we should go.”

      She had discussed payment with him, but he hadn’t really offered her enough information to be useful, so Jayna decided to keep her coin in her pocket. Not that she had much anyway.

      Eva remained silent as she regarded Telluminder.

      Jayna started past, then paused, looking down at the shield. “How much for the shield?”

      “I’m afraid that is not for sale.”

      “Are you not willing to sell it to me, or are you not wanting to sell it at all?”

      Telluminder just shrugged. “It is not for sale.”

      “What about the spear?”

      Telluminder flashed a tight smile. “I’m afraid that is not for sale either.”

      “How many of the items in your shop are not for sale?”

      “Most are,” he said. “But not all.”

      Jayna frowned at him a moment before leaving the store and waiting for Eva to join her outside. “What was that about? Why was he like that? It seems like he was upset about something.”

      “He’s upset about us.”

      “I’m not sure that’s all it was,” Jayna said, flicking her gaze over to the shop. “And we still haven’t learned what we need to know.”

      “There’s another place we can go,” Eva said.

      “I know. I was hoping we could avoid it, but given the reaction we had from Telluminder, I’m not so sure we can.”

      “It’s going to be worse there.”

      Jayna took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, then nodded as she started along the street. How were they going to figure out what they needed to know if they had to deal with people like Telluminder and Master Raollet?

      “Let’s get going. I want to get this over with.”

      They made their way through the streets, and as they finally neared Master Raollet’s shop, Jayna slowed.

      Smoke drifted around it.

      The same kind of smoke that drifted from Eva now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      They approached the smoke carefully, moving slowly and steadily toward it. The energy within the smoke and the flame coming out of the shop reminded her of Eva, though she wasn’t going to say that to her. There was something about it that was off, some aspect of it that was not quite the way she expected it to be, but it was familiar enough that she thought perhaps Eva would recognize it. Yet when she looked over to her, Eva didn’t show any sign of recognition.

      “Any suggestions?”

      “Why are you asking me?”

      “Because this is—” Jayna cut herself off. “I don’t know what this is, but I know there is some sort of dangerous energy here. And given the dark sorcerer and smoke I saw over near the market earlier this week . . .”

      “You’re afraid that somebody else is inside?”

      “What do you suggest?” Jayna asked, studying Eva, wondering if she might be able to feel something.

      “This might simply be a fire,” Eva said.

      Still, she squeezed her hands. A droplet of blood dripped from either hand, striking the cobblestone, and a burst of smoke began to swirl upward.

      “I might have a spell I could try.”

      Jayna started forward and neared the outline of the smoke.

      It was that smoke which she worried about more than anything else.

      There was a spell she’d seen when going through the spellbook that could create a dangerous flame, but it was going to take practice to enact it effectively, and she didn’t know if she had enough control.

      The advanced spellbooks were exactly that—advanced. Jayna had not reached that point in her studies at the Academy, and using that kind of magic now, when she’d barely had an opportunity to study and practice it, might be a mistake.

      She stepped forward again and started forming the pattern in the air, a complicated twisting of her fingers. It involved tracing a specific shape, almost an exacting one, and given Jayna’s lack of experience, doing so was difficult. It was a series of interlocking patterns. She focused as much as she could, holding on to her energy, and traced the pattern, pushing power out through it.

      A gust of wind burst along the street. It worked.

      “That was new,” Eva said, as the smoke around her was dragged by the wind.

      “I wasn’t expecting it to work quite like that,” Jayna said. “I saw this in the spellbook, and I didn’t know if I had enough control to create it.”

      “You have to stop doubting yourself,” Eva said.

      “It’s not a matter of doubting myself. It’s a matter of recognizing I don’t have the same kind of knowledge as those who’ve studied within the Academy. The books have helped, but I think I need more time with them.”

      She strode forward into the wind that gusted along the street. The doorway leading to Master Raollet’s shop was slightly ajar.

      Jayna approached carefully, glancing over to Eva, who squeezed her hands more tightly. “Why does everything happen to Master Raollet?” Jayna asked.

      “I would think he’d ask the same thing,” Eva said. “Of course, he would blame you for most of it.”

      “This one isn’t my fault,” Jayna said.

      “This time,” Eva said, chuckling.

      Jayna pushed the door, and it swung open slowly, revealing a fog of smoke within. It was dark, making everything difficult for her to see. She didn’t see any active flames—just the smoke.

      Jayna started to form a pattern when Eva grabbed her wrist, shaking her head.

      “If you want to get information from him, you would do well not to destroy the inside of the shop.”

      “Again,” Jayna said.

      Eva nodded. “Again.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “Let me try.”

      She stepped forward, just in the doorway, and squeezed her hands. Her knuckles whitened and blood poured out from her hands. As soon as it struck the stones, it turned into a thick, billowy smoke, which drifted upward, swooping out and around, then Eva forced it into the shop.

      The inside of the shop was in disarray. The dim enchanted lanterns provided enough light for Jayna to make out a pale-skinned man standing in the center, everything around him destroyed. He had dark hair, and eyes that seemed to reflect fire that wasn’t present. Something about him reminded her of Eva.

      The man focused on them, and he turned, holding his hands outward. Smoke streaked away from him. Jayna stepped forward, using the magic ball technique. She blocked the attack, holding steadily enough.

      Eva shouted at her. “Careful!”

      Jayna glanced back. “I need you to disarm him.”

      Jayna continued to brace herself, keeping the power wrapped around her, adding the energy of the Toral ring. It solidified in a barrier around her. Having seen Eva’s smoke, she worried it might somehow billow up underneath the barrier.

      Eva tried something, pushing her hand out and twisting her wrist, forming a pattern of smoke she sent streaking out from her.

      He deflected it, then stepped toward them.

      What enchantments did he have that let him deflect Eva’s power?

      He cocked his head to the side, watching. There was a strange energy within him.

      Jayna had a chance to look at him then. He was dressed in a deep-red jacket, almost black, and matching pants. He wore two rings on either hand, likely enchantments he was using against them.

      He raised his hand and the enchantment he used sent another streak of smoke at them. This one looked something like a snake, and it writhed around the barrier Jayna had erected, starting to constrict around it.

      Those enchantments were powerful.

      But Eva’s magic was incredibly powerful, even though it was instinctive and she didn’t always have the most control over it.

      Much like what she saw from this man.

      Jayna drew more power through the Toral ring, ignoring the pain in her arm as she used everything she could. The bloodstone continued to augment that power, giving her greater strength. Power surged, then she pushed outward.

      It blasted out in a ring that slammed into the man and sent him flying backward.

      Jayna glanced over to Eva. “Let me.”

      She started forward, approaching the fallen man.

      He lay there for a moment. Blood dripped from a wound on his cheek, and smoke drifted up from his hands, the enchantments flaring before power swirled outward.

      Jayna had only a moment to question if this man was not enchanted at all, and instead more like Eva, but then power exploded into her.

      It was a billowy cloud of energy that formed, sending Jayna staggering back. She braced herself, holding on to the power within the Toral ring, trying to use that to withstand his attack, but she didn’t know if she could prevent it from striking her completely. She had seen how Eva could get past even her strongest barriers. There was something in her magic, perhaps the smoke itself, that allowed her to slip past them.

      Jayna stumbled back again, trying to hold the shielding around herself, trying to prevent the man from striking her, but she didn’t know if it was going to be enough—if she was going to be enough.

      Eva was there, standing near the doorway and trying to pull the smoke away, but she had limited control over it. Was it because it wasn’t her smoke, or was there another reason?

      The man fought with a different sort of violence, then he exploded forward. He lunged, disappearing in a cloud of smoke. It streaked between Jayna and Eva, then out the door.

      Jayna shot Eva a look. “We have to find him.”

      “Why?”

      “If those aren’t enchantments, then we need to get you answers.”

      Eva stood motionless, smoke swirling around her, hands clenched tightly at her sides, and finally, she nodded.

      Jayna stumbled back out into the street, holding on to the power within her, ready to push it out through the Toral ring, but still worried it wasn’t going to be enough. She hadn’t seen any sign of Master Raollet in the shop, other than the shelves, the enchantments scattered all over, and the layer of smoke that had hung over everything.

      She darted along the street, trailing the smoke, using that to follow this strange man, to find wherever he had gone. He had moved quickly though. Faster than she had ever seen Eva move.

      “Come on!” Jayna shouted.

      They hurried forward, but Jayna needed another way of tracking him.

      At least with the smoke in front of her, she might be able to place a linking type of spell. The spell would be faint, but maybe she could hold on to it if it was bound to this man, bound to his blood the same way it was bound to Eva’s.

      She took a moment. The linking spell was a fairly straightforward one, and Jayna had used it many times before. She created a tight spiral, looping around a swirl of smoke, then forced power through it.

      It held, solidifying, then began to cause the smoke to shimmer with a pale-yellow light, but it bounced off the spiral of energy Jayna had created.

      “What did you do?” Eva asked.

      “I’m trying to follow him. I created a linking—”

      “You linked to him?”

      “Yes. It’ll be important to find him if we want to figure out who he is, why he attacked Master Raollet, and what he might know about who you are and where you came from.”

      She could feel the man. He hadn't gone nearly as far as she had thought. The smoke drifting along the street created something of an illusion.

      She pointed. “He just wants us to think he went away from here,” she said. “He hasn’t gone very far.”

      The buildings in this section of the city were close together, the street narrow, and a thick layer of moss covered everything. At nighttime, the moss would glow with a phosphorescent light and release additional humidity, making the air even denser than it would be otherwise. Jayna had long ago grown accustomed to the strangeness of the city.

      She followed the tracking spell. As far as she could tell, the man had only gone a few streets away. She motioned for Eva to follow, and they reached an intersection. The street itself was fairly empty, though smoke drifted in either direction, sweeping away as if to try to lead them astray.

      Jayna turned right, heading toward the outskirts of the city. Toward the forest.

      He hadn’t gone as far as the forest, at least as much as she could tell. He was still within the city, which left her thinking that maybe he still needed something from Master Raollet.

      Jayna hurried forward, slipping along the street, staying as prepared as she could. She kept power wrapped within her, holding on to the energy within the Toral ring and trying to ignore the pain that came from holding on to that power as long as she did.

      She glanced to Eva and found her holding her hands clenched at her sides. There wasn’t as much blood dripping from her palms as before, nor as much smoke swirling around her. She didn’t know Eva’s limits but suspected she had some.

      “Around the corner,” Jayna said, motioning.

      There was a small, old square here. She started to wonder how much of this was a remnant of El’aras life, especially given when Telluminder had said about the city and how all of this had been a celebration of the El’aras god king. Maybe this was where the twelve followers of Sarenoth had come, thinking that if they were to find some residual power here, they might be able to master it and use it against the city itself.

      Smoke drifted like a layer of fog that hung over the remains of a ruined building. Jayna approached carefully, then motioned to Eva.

      “We just want to talk,” Jayna shouted.

      She could feel the man nearby. He was just on the other side of a low wall that had crumbled and fallen. Moss covered it, thick and carrying the typical stench that reminded her of rotting fish—a stench that some of the nicer parts of the city didn’t have. The dular who owned and ran those nicer sections would scrub the buildings free of moss, keeping them from looking and smelling like this. “We just want to know more about you and your magic—”

      Jayna didn’t have a chance to finish. There came another burst of smoke. This one was thick, a cloud meant to obscure his escape.

      Jayna quickly traced a pattern, then poured energy through it again.

      The wind gusted. It wasn’t nearly as powerful as the last time she had performed the spell, but when it passed, the pale-skinned man stood in front of her, holding his hands clenched at his sides. He did have enchantments.

      So maybe he wasn’t like Eva.

      “Sorcerer,” he snarled.

      Jayna frowned. Could this be the person responsible for the attack on the dark sorcerer in the market that had left him dead?

      “We just want to talk,” Jayna said. She was pulling power through the Toral ring, trying to draw as much as she could without tapping into that dark periphery of energy. It was still there, an edge of power; all she had to do was reach for it and she could access it. She could almost feel it begging her to grasp it. Having the bloodstone augmentation made that power even more prominent, as if the ring now tapped into the dark energy more rapidly.

      “Sorcerer,” he said again, in a harsh, thick accent.

      Smoke drifted out from him, swirling around his feet and working upward.

      Jayna resisted the urge to look over to Eva, worried about how she was taking all of this. She needed Eva’s help, but at the same time, she also recognized that Eva needed answers. If this man might have answers for her—if he might be able to help her understand who she was and what happened to her and her memories—then far be it from Jayna to be the reason he could not do that.

      “Where are you from?” Jayna asked.

      The man glared at her, and the smoke continued to circle.

      Jayna was ready, prepared for the possibility that he might attack.

      She didn’t know if her own power would contain another blast of magic from him, but she had to think the Toral ring had enough power to withstand anything he might throw at her. She had never tested herself against Eva, and while Eva had always been helpful, what if others like her were not?

      I’m about to find out.

      “We just need to know who you are. Where you are from.”

      The man sent out a snake of power, the smoke circling around Jayna’s barrier, then it started to squeeze, constricting quickly. As it did, it pushed inward, fighting against the Toral ring and the power Jayna held on to. She wasn’t going to be able to hold it for too much longer. She had to draw even more power out of the Toral ring.

      Eva strode forward. “Enough.” Smoke circled around her, then she sent it snaking out, much like the man had.

      The man watched, but he still didn’t release his power, continuing to constrict it around Jayna, saying nothing else. It was almost as if he had turned the smoke into some sort of knife or blade that was sawing through the barrier she had placed around herself. If she didn’t do anything, he would carve through it.

      She looked over to Eva. “I can’t hold out for much longer.”

      Eva nodded.

      She squeezed her hands and blood poured out.

      The man frowned, watching her.

      As the blood pooled around Eva, it immediately turned to smoke, then she wrapped it around him. Somehow, he shifted it, drawing it away, sending it streaking off to either side.

      Eva was thrown back.

      And Jayna reacted.

      Ignoring the overwhelming pain she knew would come, she called on more of the Toral ring’s energy, letting its power fill her. The darkness she sensed when she drew on this much power served as a taunt to her. It was a temptation, a periphery of energy that was just there for her taking.

      She wrapped herself with the band of magic, then sent an explosion out from her. It struck the man.

      Jayna didn’t wait to storm forward.

      He had gone flying backward, stumbling over a section of fallen and collapsed stone, and she found him lying there, motionless.

      She approached carefully, ready for another attack. She started creating a blade of light spell with sorcery that she’d augment with the Toral power, preparing to blast him, but she didn’t want to. This wasn’t some dark magician, somebody with power that shouldn’t be theirs. This was somebody like Eva—somebody who might have answers for her.

      Jayna glanced over to Eva.

      She remained behind her, yet said nothing.

      Jayna sent a controlled blast to incapacitate the man.

      When she did, he looked up, squeezed his hands into a fist, and a cloud of smoke enveloped him. When it cleared, he was gone.

      Jayna focused on the linking spell, but found nothing.

      She sank to the ground, trying to let go of the power within her, but could still feel that darkness lingering on the outskirts of her awareness. As she attempted to push it away, she could feel it trying to intrude, as if that dark energy wanted her to claim it.

      “What was that?” she whispered.

      She looked up to Eva, who approached slowly, holding her hands in a more relaxed manner, though smoke still swirled around her. It quested outward, as if tentatively reaching toward the space where the man had been, before retreating again.

      Eva shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “Was he like you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      If he was like Eva, maybe they could learn something. “Did he trigger any memories?”

      “Only one.” Jayna looked up again, holding Eve’s gaze for a moment. “Fear.”
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      They stumbled out into the street together as weakness washed through Jayna—a result of the pain she experienced from drawing upon that much power from the Toral ring, especially now that it had the bloodstone augmentation. But it was more than that too. When she tapped into that dark energy—always there at the edge of her awareness—she felt even more pain. In this case, it was also a bit of guilt. She hated tapping into that power, hated the way it made her feel. It was almost oily, a slick sort of feeling that left her ashamed of drawing upon it. Ceran would definitely have felt that.

      There was no other sign of smoke. There was only the persistent energy that filled her, giving her a distinct awareness of the power that still lingered. The man had gone, but his presence hadn’t faded altogether.

      She looked over to Eva, and found her staring out into the street, an unreadable expression on her face. She was distraught, which Jayna understood.

      “We’ll find him again,” she said. She twisted the Toral ring, spinning it on her finger, feeling the power flowing through it, still hating that she had felt forced to draw upon the dark energy.

      “That’s my concern,” Eva said.

      “What do you remember about him?”

      Eva shook her head again. “Nothing. Just emotion.” She looked over to Jayna. “Does that make any sense? I feel like I should know more, but there are holes in my memory—ones that seem like I could fill but can’t.”

      “I understand,” Jayna said.

      “You don’t understand.” She couldn’t get over the distraught look on Eve’s face, but she felt as if there was something she could offer her, even if she didn’t know what it was quite yet.

      “I’m not going to stop helping you.”

      Eva looked like she was going to argue, but she bit back anything else she might say. Finally, she took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. A bit of smoke drifted out of her mouth, and Jayna realized just how nervous Eva had been. It wasn’t often that Eva used her power so directly like that, had left that power circling around her, but now she had done so continuously.

      “I thought for a long time about what it might be like when I finally found somebody who was like me,” Eva said, turning back and looking toward where they had left the man. A wisp of smoke swirled around her, and she held herself rigid, completely stiff, the tension building within her. “I never expected he would have attacked us.”

      “He didn’t know.”

      “He did.”

      Jayna shook her head. “He didn’t. I could see it on his face. When he realized you had a similar power to his, he hesitated.” It was the only time during all of it that he had hesitated. Excepting that, he had been far more willing to attack, as if he didn’t care whether he harmed them.

      She didn’t want Eva to know that she suspected this man was responsible for the attack on Char, but she believed that likely. With the smoke that had been around the fallen sorcerer, she couldn’t help but feel as if he were responsible for that too.

      She didn’t know his motivation though.

      Sorcerer. That was what he had called her. He had recognized her as one.

      And had she not had the Toral ring, she might not have had enough power to stop him. Even with the Toral ring, she hadn’t really stopped him—only delayed him.

      For all the power the Toral ring afforded, it still hadn’t provided enough for her to overpower somebody with Eva’s magic.

      That told her just how powerful Eva was. Or could be. Jayna had known that Eva possessed an incredible amount of power, and had seen it herself, but seeing how easily this being had managed to overpower Jayna left her knowing just what he could do—and, perhaps, what Eva could do as well.

      She hesitated a moment, looking over to Eva.

      “We’ll keep finding information,” she said.

      “I’m afraid of what the answers might be,” Eva said.

      “Don’t be. We’ll find the information you need.” She had Char looking, or she could.

      Having seen the man, having faced that power, she knew it was necessary for them to keep looking, to find that understanding and knowledge. If they didn’t . . .

      Eva might never know who and what she was.

      Eva just nodded and started forward.

      “Where are you going?”

      “We need to speak with Master Raollet, don’t we?”

      “We don’t have to do that now.”

      “That’s why we came out. I’m not letting this deter us from what we need to do.”

      Jayna followed her, heading through the street. As they approached Master Raollet’s shop, she swept her gaze around the street, looking for any signs of smoke, anything that might suggest the attacker had returned. He obviously had some reason for heading out here in the first place, and whatever it was, whatever reason he had for targeting Master Raollet, Jayna needed to find out.

      “Why do you think he came here?”

      “I don’t know. Hopefully Master Raollet isn’t injured,” Eva said.

      “If he is . . .”

      They pushed open the door, and found Master Raollet inside, leaning on the counter. He was an older man, with narrow eyes, graying hair, and deep wrinkles in his brow. He had on a blue, flowing robe, and his face was battered, blood streaming from one cheek.

      “You!”

      Jayna braced yourself, holding on to her power, and shook her head. “This wasn’t our fault.”

      “Are you sure? It was your fault the last time.”

      “We helped. So you don’t need to send more of your hired thugs after us. Again.”

      He glowered at her. “You helped?”

      Jayna looked around and nodded. “We came here and found the man using that strange smoke energy, and we drew him off.”

      Master Raollet frowned and leaned down, picking a plate up off the ground before setting it on a fallen shelf. He almost fell over.

      Jayna hurried forward, catching him, and guided him back to a chair behind his counter. He fought for a moment, but seemed to relax as he realized Jayna didn’t intend to hurt him. “Can you tell us anything about what happened?”

      “There is nothing to say,” he said.

      “Something happened,” she said.

      “I don’t know what it was. I just know an attack came through here. I did everything I could to defend my shop, but there are limits. I have plenty of enchantments here in order to protect it, but . . .”

      Jayna could imagine Master Raollet using some of these enchantments to defend himself, but she wondered just how effective they might’ve been against somebody like that attacker. She had seen just how powerful he was, had felt the strength he possessed. No enchantment would be strong enough to withstand that kind of magic.

      “Do you know why he was here?”

      “I thought he was here with you?”

      “He wasn’t.” She looked over to Eva, and she thought she understood why Master Raollet would believe the attacker was with them. “We just came upon him. We were coming for information.” She watched him as he wobbled in his seat before sitting up, looking around for a moment, and finally relaxing again.

      “I should have known there would have been difficulty,” he said. “We have seen far too many enchantments like that recently.”

      When she had faced the man earlier, it seemed as if he controlled the smoke the same way Eva had, but there were enchantments that could do incredible things. It was possible that was all it had been.

      “Why like that?”

      “I don’t really know why anyone would want to make it seem like the Ashara attacked, but . . .” He waved his hand.

      Jayna frowned. “What do you mean, ‘the Ashara’?”

      He shrugged. “That’s what the smoke is supposed to look like—at least, that’s how the stories make it seem.”

      “I’ve never heard of Ashara.”

      “Well, since you are in Nelar, you should know some of the old tales.”

      He slipped off the stool and headed around the counter, making his way over toward them, where he leaned down, resting for a moment, then grabbed something off of a low shelf in front of the counter. He pulled it up, rested it back on the shelf, then stopped. “Unfortunately, I am still a bit weakened after everything that has taken place.”

      “I can see that,” she said. “I might be able to offer some help—”

      Master Raollet waved his hand. “No help. Not that kind.”

      “You don’t have to be afraid of it,” she said.

      He frowned again. “It’s not fear. It is more a matter of not needing it.” He shook his head and tipped it off to the side, regarding her for a moment.

      “You said Ashara,” Jayna urged.

      “That’s the only thing I could think of. Stories, mostly, but they fit. Oh, they fit.” He sighed.

      “What are the Ashara?”

      Raollet flipped open a book and traced his hand along one of its pages. “Just stories. Myth, mostly. But after seeing what I have these days, myth starts to feel a little more real.” He snorted. “The Ashara are supposed to be ancient beings—powerful, and filled with a specific type of power.” Jayna looked at a drawing he pointed out in the book, one that reminded her of the sculpture she’d seen in Telluminder’s shop. It had wings, a long serpentine body, and a tail that swirled around it. “Some have called them demons. Others, sorcerers. Still others have called them dragons.” He chuckled. “Stories, like I said. I had never expected to see stories come to life like that.”

      Eva stood completely still, looking at the book, her hands clenched at her sides, and a deep frown formed on her face.

      Jayna looked down, studying the book. “I haven’t heard of anything like this. The Sorcerers’ Society has not mentioned anything about Ashara.”

      “Because they’re stories. Or that’s what they’d have you believe.”

      There were other stories the Society wanted people to ignore.

      Sul’toral.

      What if the Ashara were real?

      And what if Eva was one of them?

      “Why would the Society care?”

      “Who knows with any certainty?” He turned a few more pages. “There are some stories that claim the power of the Ashara opposes the magic of the sorcerers, while others claim it eats it, or that the Ashara eat sorcerers.”

      The entire book was written in a language Jayna couldn’t read, though from the way Master Raollet skimmed the page, tracing his finger along its surface, it was clear he could.

      “But then, something happened,” Raollet said, continuing to read the page. “According to one account, the Sorcerers’ Society banished them, or perhaps the El’aras prevented them from gaining power, or perhaps even the dular.” He shook his head. “Either way, these enchantments are meant to remind people of the Ashara.”

      “What are they?”

      “The El’aras? I figured that even you would know about the El’aras. Especially given that you are—”

      “I know about the El’aras,” Jayna said. There were aspects of them she didn’t fully know, but overall, she understood them about as well as most within the kingdom would. She had experience with them and had seen how they used their power; she even thought she understood the intricate nature of it. Unlike sorcerers, the El’aras possessed a natural connection to magic. Innate. Powerful.

      “You called them beings, the Ashara?” Eva asked, stepping closer and redirecting the conversation.

      He looked up at her, regarding her for a long moment before turning his attention back to the book. “Well, some stories say they can take human form, but they are not human. I think that’s where the stories of them being dragons come from. All stories say they are filled with power. A dangerous and hot sort of rage filled them.”

      Jayna glanced over, but Eva had tensed again, and there was something to her posture that struck Jayna as unusual. Suddenly, Eva spun and headed out of the shop, leaving Jayna alone with Raollet.

      “Did I say something that offended her? They are just stories.”

      “Stories can hurt,” Jayna said. “But it’s more than that. She’s having a hard time these days.”

      “Well, there are many who have struggled lately. The city has been unpleasant.”

      “You’re telling me,” Jayna said.

      Raollet looked up, holding her gaze, and shook his head. “I don’t need to inform you of that, I suppose. You have seen it firsthand, haven’t you?”

      Jayna frowned at him. She wanted to hear more about the Ashara. It was the first time she’d heard anything that might help her understand Eva, even if they were just stories. “What can you tell me about what happened with them?”

      “Rumors, nothing more.” He took the book, closed it, and hopped off his stool to tuck it onto the counter. When he was done, he leaned back, stretching. Already he seemed healthier than he had before, as if time had started to restore him. Jayna could almost imagine him filled with magic that recovered him, but she didn’t have any sense of power coming off of him, nothing to make her believe he had any magical potential on his own.

      “There have been quite a few rumors in the city,” Jayna said.

      “More these days than there have been in the past,” he said. “Unfortunately, many of those rumors have a way of spreading. As I’m sure you are fully aware.”

      “As I’m aware,” Jayna agreed.

      “There was one particular rumor about a festival that took place. I believe it was shortly after your arrival in the city.”

      Jayna watched him, trying to get a sense of what he was after. “There was?”

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the counter. “I believe it was not long after you attacked my shop.”

      “Again, I wasn’t attacking your shop.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I understand the reason you did it.”

      “Do you, now?”

      He shrugged again. “You thought to prevent something else from taking place.”

      “I thought to free three El’aras you had captured.”

      “They were captured for a reason,” he said, his voice low. “If you had any understanding of the power that exists within the El’aras, you would have . . .” He took a steadying breath and leaned back. “Perhaps that’s not the point. You did what you thought was necessary.”

      Jayna just shrugged. “Yes, I did what I thought was necessary.”

      “And is that why you are here now?”

      “I’m here now so I can try to find a better understanding,” Jayna said, being deliberately vague.

      “An understanding of what?”

      If she didn’t share more with him, she worried she would not find the answers she wanted, and the longer she spent here with him, the more she began to question whether he knew more than he was letting on.

      “There was a festival, called the Festival of Mourn. Sorcerers use it to gain dark power—or free it, in this case.”

      His eyes widened. “Which one of the twelve?”

      He knew.

      This was the person she needed answers from. “Yes. They were followers of someone called Asymorn.” He sucked in a hissing breath, and Jayna leaned forward. “You’ve heard of him. What do you know?”

      “I know not to speak of him,” he said.

      “You don’t have to fear him. He’s not here. We stopped his followers.” Or most of them, she didn’t add. They hadn’t returned, though she’d remained on edge, fearing they might come back.

      “Speaking his name will draw his attention.” He looked around, then reached under the cabinet and took out a circular enchantment with heavy embroidery around the perimeter. When he raised it up, he squeezed it. Suddenly, a burst of light flowed through the object as he activated it. “Even now, I have probably said too much.”

      “His followers were defeated,” Jayna said.

      He looked across the counter at her. “There is no defeating him, though. Only slowing him. He will be back. If he had business within the city, then he will return.”

      “You can relax,” she said.

      “Relax? How can I relax when I understand the dangers? How can anyone relax when there are such dangers?”

      Jayna glanced back toward the door, wishing Eva had remained here to give her some insight. “You know about him.”

      “Of course I know about him,” Raollet said. “I know about all who chased power like that.”

      “What about Norej?”

      His eyes widened. “What have you gotten yourself into?”

      Jayna just frowned. There was more than Norej and Asymorn. There was the other thing that Char had mention: rothand.

      Decay.

      That was what it meant, but it was another sort of power, one that suggested a different kind of energy—something far more dangerous than she had first thought.

      What if there had been another of the twelve here in the city?

      Ceran would have known—wouldn’t he?

      “I really don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into,” she said.

      “You’re chasing this power, are you not?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not chasing it. I’m trying to stop it.”

      “If you were truly trying to stop it, you would not be interested in it.”

      Jayna breathed slowly. “I need to understand what’s out there, and the threat it poses, in order to know how to defeat it.”

      He regarded her for a moment. His gaze drifted down, lingering on the ring, before he looked up at her again. “Would you really stop it?”

      “You know about the twelve.”

      His gaze narrowed.

      “Which means you know about Sarenoth.”

      There was a risk in revealing what she was after, in exposing the questions she had, but if she didn’t take that risk, if she didn’t ask the questions, then she might not find the answers she needed. If he did know, then she needed to learn from him. She needed to dig, to find the answers, and without that opportunity . . .

      “Come with me.”

      “Where are you going to take me?” Jayna asked. When she’d gone with him before, he’d shown her the El’aras he had captured. She wasn’t interested in him doing the same again.

      “To discuss what you are asking about.” He looked around before settling his gaze on her again. “It can’t be done safely here. So come with me.” He tottered off, heading to the back of his shop where he disappeared, leaving Jayna watching him.

      She hesitated. Did she want to go after him?

      Eva was still out there, and had stormed out, which left her concerned. Eva needed her help. But it was more than just that. There was something about the stories of the Ashara that Raollet had shared that had somehow unsettled Eva. Maybe they were only stories, but if they weren’t, she needed to learn all she could to help Eva understand herself.

      But for now, Raollet might help in another way. She might have a way of finding answers during Ceran’s silence. Eva would understand that.

      She followed Raollet back into the darkness of his shop.
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      The back of his shop was dark, and it stank of stale ale and mold. He’d moved to a different location after she’d destroyed the last shop, and she wondered what this had once been. She waited a moment as she looked around the inside of the shop here, searching for anything that might trigger a trap, but she didn’t come up with anything. He was simply guiding her.

      Near the end of the long hallway, she came across a room like the one where he had attempted to sell her El’aras fingers. Did he have a similar cell in this shop?

      It wasn’t a similar cell. It was the same hall. The shop connected to his old one.

      Why would he have wanted to keep them connected?

      “What are you waiting for?” Raollet asked.

      Jayna nodded to the door. “That.”

      Raollet frowned and tapped on the door, throwing it open. It was empty, which she appreciated seeing, though she hadn’t demanded he show her. “There are certain things that are dangerous. You must understand that, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “There are, but they don’t justify holding a family and torturing them.”

      Even if doing so would be in service of destroying the darkness, she didn’t know if she could do it and feel as if she were not succumbing to something worse.

      It reminded her of something her brother’s friend Matthew had said to her. They had done bad things, but had done so against bad people. Was that the justification she would need for herself? Would she come to believe that doing bad things to bad people, if it meant that some greater good came of it, was worthwhile?

      When she had been here with Eva, searching for the fingers, Eva had certainly felt that way, though Eva had a practicality to her that Jayna didn’t. When it came down to completing a task, Eva was willing to do whatever was necessary.

      Jayna didn’t think she could take that kind of approach, though maybe if it meant stopping all of the darkness she had been tasked with stopping, she might feel differently.

      She hoped it never came down to that.

      Raollet watched her and a small smile curled on his lips. “You are far more emotional than I would’ve expected somebody like you to be.”

      “Somebody like me?”

      “A sorcerer.”

      Is that all he thought she was?

      Given everything else he’d proven he knew, she had thought he might know more about her, but had he known about the Toral ring, and her role serving Ceran, she wasn’t sure what she would have done. Nothing, probably.

      But then why wouldn’t he know anything about the Toral ring?

      When she had faced Daratha, the leader of the Order of Norej, she had known about the Toral ring. She had understood the power within it. It suggested there were others out there who knew about that power, and knew how to use and control it.

      Only, despite everything else Raollet had learned, he hadn’t been aware of this.

      “It has been my experience that those within the Society have a certain practicality to them. They recognize that there are certain circumstances which are beyond their control. And in those circumstances, they have proven to be quite reliable in how they react.”

      “Reliable?” Jayna asked, frowning at him. “And by reliable, you mean that you have sold El’aras to sorcerers?”

      “Yes.” He said it as if it wasn’t even a question.

      “Dark sorcerers?”

      “What sorcerer isn’t dark?”

      “I would say that most are not.”

      He grunted and pulled the door closed. “You might be wrong.” He shrugged. “Or maybe you’re right. What does it matter?”

      “It matters quite a bit to the El’aras you have tormented.”

      “And as I’ve said, I have done no tormenting to the El’aras.”

      “You’ve done something.”

      He motioned for her to follow and they soon reached a door at the end of the hall. He pulled a long, slender object out of his pocket and pressed it up against the door. It was an enchanted lock, and as it connected with the door, the door came open slowly, revealing a darkened staircase. “Where do you think much of the power that sorcerers harness comes from?”

      “What?”

      He frowned. “You don’t think it is completely natural, do you?”

      “You must not know all that much about sorcery,” she said. “The power of the sorcerer comes from within.” That was part of it, though not all. It was the power within the sorcerer that allowed them to connect to a greater power in the world.

      “Does it?” He frowned at her again, then started down the stairs, leading her.

      Jayna followed, hurrying after him. Enchanted light glowed along the wall, every five or six steps as they headed down into the depths of the earth. The walls were narrow, and the humidity lifted quickly as they descended.

      “Why are you bringing me down here?”

      “Because you have asked a series of difficult questions.”

      “You could have told me the answers up above.”

      “I could have,” he said. “But as I said, I have no interest in drawing that kind of attention.”

      “And what kind of attention is that?”

      He reached another door at the bottom of the stairs. This one was different than the one above. It was all metal, iron, and rather than pulling out an enchanted item, he pulled a massive key from his pocket and stuffed it into the lock, pushing the door open.

      He stepped forward, into the darkness.

      Jayna hesitated, glancing up the stairs. She thought again about how she would much rather have Eva with her, especially now. She had no idea what Raollet intended by bringing her down here, but she could imagine him trapping her here, holding her. She had access to enough magic through the Toral ring, especially now that it was augmented with bloodstone, but the iron on the doorway would blunt some of the effect of the spells.

      “I’m not going through there,” she said.

      “Then you won’t find what you are looking for,” his voice said, coming from the other side of the door.

      “Why?”

      “Because answers are here,” he said.

      Jayna hesitated a moment, twisting her ring on her finger again, before stepping forward.

      As soon as she did, she felt a wash of energy come over her. It was cold, as if she had stepped through a waterfall, yet there was power present unlike anything she had felt before. She had thought it wasn’t enchanted, but she was wrong.

      Everything about this place struck her as enchanted. She stood in place for a long moment, looking around and feeling the power as it rolled over her.

      “What is this place?”

      “Come along,” he said.

      It was a narrow hall, then it opened up into a wide doorway, and from there they stepped into a large room. As before, there came another washing of power, cold energy that flushed her, leaving her trembling for just a moment. He regarded her as she stood in place, as if trying to decide how she was going to react.

      Jayna needed to know whether she still had access to power. Sorcery was one thing, though she didn’t know if she could place a spell in this room, especially given the enchantments along the wall, which might prevent her from drawing upon her magic. But what about the Toral ring?

      As she probed around the energy in the room, reaching for what she could detect, she felt a bit of resistance against her. It was subtle at first, but the more she tried to reach for that power, the more she began to feel it continue to push back against her.

      Still, she could access the energy through the Toral ring. It was still there. If nothing else, she wasn’t going to be trapped here, powerless.

      He watched her.

      “You will find that sorcery is not quite as effective down here as it is up above.”

      She just nodded.

      “The founders of the city, at least those who founded it after the El’aras, decided they didn’t want sorcerers to have unlimited ability to attack.” He swept his gaze around the room. “This was meant to be a safe space for them.”

      Jayna laughed as she looked around. “A safe space?” She shook her head. “I think you have it wrong.”

      He frowned at her. “Why?”

      She shrugged. “There’s nothing about this place that suggests it’s a safe space. This is a prison.”

      She paused at one of the walls. Beams of metal were embedded deep within the stone. She could feel the energy of the iron, and it pressed up against her, as if it were carving against some aspect of her sorcery. It was more than that though. She could feel the enchantment upon the wall. She held her hand above the wall’s surface and could trace the pattern of the enchantment, even though she couldn’t see it. She kept her eyes closed as she worked, running her hand in a small circle, feeling for the power within the wall.

      “You won’t be able to remove anything here.”

      Jayna shook her head. “I’m not trying to. I’m just trying to understand what’s here.”

      “You won’t be able to do that either.”

      She turned back to him. “What are you?” She was ready with the Toral ring, ready to summon power, to wrap it around him in case he revealed some nefarious intention. That was her concern. She had no idea if he was actually a dark sorcerer, if he served one of the twelve. The knowledge he possessed indicated something potentially dangerous about his position, but what?

      “I’m not what you believe,” Raollet said, standing in front of a table.

      Jayna glanced down at it. Resting on the table was some massive leatherbound book with pages that looked to be impossibly old. He rested his hand on the book, as if he were touching some source of power.

      “If you aren’t one of them,” she said slowly and carefully, letting him decide what “one of them” was, “then what are you?”

      He looked up at her. “A scholar. Or I had been in a different time. Now I might be called an opportunist, but I still think of myself as what I had once been.”

      Jayna frowned at him. “A scholar?”

      “There are some of us in the city who try to understand. We recognize that things are not the way they once were.”

      “And by ‘the way they once were,’ you mean when the El’aras ruled?”

      “That, and even before.” He flipped one of the pages of the book, his gaze drifting along its surface.

      Jayna took a step toward him, looking over his shoulder, trying to make out the writing, but much like in the book he had in the shop above ground, she couldn’t read it.

      He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he looked around the inside of the room. “We have tried to understand the powers in the world. We have tried to understand the way they influence us, especially here, at the edge of the kingdom, a place where power seems to stop.”

      “What was that?”

      He shrugged, looking up at her. “Here. It’s a place where power seems to stop, such as it is. Not the power of sorcery. That does not seem to have any bounds. As far as we can tell, the Society has influence wherever they choose to go.”

      “Because sorcery is a part of the world,” Jayna said.

      “Or because sorcery borrows power from the world,” he said.

      She shrugged. “I’m not so sure how that is all that different.”

      “It is different enough that it matters.” He flipped the pages of the book again before looking back up at her. “When you begin to read accountings of the powers in the world, you find all sorts of things. Not only the El’aras, but stories of the Ashara, Porapeth, Ogaran, and several others.”

      Jayna frowned. She hadn’t heard of Porapeth or Ogaran. Now she didn’t know if Raollet was trying to tell her his own stories, or if there was something more to it.

      He traced his finger along the surface of the page, pausing at several different words.

      He looked back at her. “Can you read this?”

      She shook her head quickly. “I can’t. You know I can’t.”

      He smiled tightly. “I didn’t know you couldn’t, but I suspected.” He shrugged. “This is one of the earliest volumes like this in Nelar.”

      “They didn’t speak the common tongue at the time?”

      “The people who first migrated to Nelar, the dular who settled here, all came from different places. There was a unifying language that came together, bridging them, and you know that as the common tongue, but before that, they did not all speak the same.”

      “What is this?”

      “This would be Brish. It’s a complicated language, one that few people speak these days.”

      “You do.”

      “Oh, no. It’s not something one speaks so much as reads. It’s a difficult language to speak.” He frowned as he paused his finger at one word. “Thankfully, I have learned quite a bit from this. Having had a chance to study this language has given me an opportunity to learn about things such as the El’aras, and what was involved in excluding them from the kingdom.”

      It would be interesting to learn, she couldn’t deny that. The El’aras had lived in these lands, all of these lands, far before anyone else, and had only been excluded from them through the settlement of the kingdom, forced outward. Jayna had learned some of that within the Academy, but not all of it. There were aspects to what had taken place that she simply didn’t know.

      There was something about what he’d been telling her that bothered her more than she could put a finger on. “Why would anybody care to make it look like the Ashara attacked?”

      “I don’t know. If you believe the stories, the Ashara once were seen in these lands, though it was long ago.”

      Jayna started to smile. “Why would they have disappeared?”

      “I imagine for the same reason that magic is targeted by the Society. The Ashara would feel threatened.”

      “You said they were supposed to be the natural enemy to the El’aras.”

      “That was long ago,” he said, waving his hand. “If the stories are even true. If not, then it doesn’t matter. Whoever the El’aras fought were pushed back from these lands as the El’aras claimed this place as their own.” He turned a few pages in the book. “There was a time, before humankind spread through here, when the El’aras were the conquerors. Eventually, that changed, and humankind became the conquerors.” He shrugged. “Perhaps there was a time when the Ashara were the conquerors, if you were to reach far enough back in history, and if you believe the stories.”

      There was no doubting in Jayna’s mind that Eva had a specific kind of magic that was unique to her, something that Jayna had never experienced before—and something that left her wondering just how much power Eva really had.

      What if she was Ashara?

      As strange as it felt to acknowledge it, the stories might fit with what she knew of Eva.

      Not the shape changing, but Raollet didn’t claim to know much about that anyway. What if something in that change stole her memories?

      “You still haven’t explained why you brought me down here.”

      He nodded and flipped to the end of the book. “You asked a very specific question.” He paused, looking over her shoulder and back toward the stairs, tipping his head to the side and frowning. After standing there for a little while, he finally relaxed and looked back at the book. “You mentioned a specific name.”

      “Sarenoth.”

      “I have not heard it said quite like that, though perhaps that is its pronunciation.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you have mentioned several other names. Asymorn. Norej. There are a few more I have uncovered in my research, but they all serve the same entity.” He tapped on a section of the book. “It’s spelled quite a bit differently.”

      She leaned over, and though she couldn’t read the words, the letters were mostly the same. Sar’entothel.

      “Do you think it’s Sarenoth?”

      “It is a similar sound. Perhaps it’s a translation. As I said, this is Brish, and at the time this book was written, there were others written as well, others that had different languages involved. He was celebrated as a god, the same as Arathon, Grathorl, Var’anlal, and others whose names I cannot even speak, or read for that matter.”

      Jayna hadn’t heard of any of those gods. Maybe Ceran had, and she tried to commit the names to memory so she could ask him the next time she saw him.

      “They were celebrated as gods?”

      She hadn’t learned that about them, but maybe it was true.

      “Gods. Or simply great power. How am I to know?”

      She watched him. He was a scholar and knew more than she had realized. It would make sense that the twelve would want to serve a god, but if they did, it would have to be some dark god. One responsible for the dark magic in the world.

      “What more do you know about the twelve?”

      “Why, the same as you, I suppose.”

      “I don’t know what you’re getting on about.”

      “The twelve, such as you call them, should be known to any who has attended the Academy, such as yourself. Perhaps they were called by a different name then. In fact, that would make the most sense.” He flipped the book closed and rested his hands on it, then looked up at Jayna, fixing her with a hard stare. “The twelve were the original sorcerers.”
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      Jayna’s heart skipped. She didn’t think that was correct.

      It couldn’t be, could it?

      Ceran would’ve said something to her. Ceran had recruited her, looking for somebody who was willing to hunt dark magic, and had picked her specifically for her willingness to do so. Jayna had eagerly agreed to search out dark magic, especially given what she had learned about her parents. Plus, she thought it might give her an opportunity to find out more about what had happened to Jonathan.

      She held his gaze. “What do you mean, they were the original sorcerers? When I was training at the Academy, we never spoke of the founding of the Sorcerers’ Society.”

      “Wouldn’t you be intrigued to know?”

      Jayna shrugged, looking around the room, feeling the power there. Maybe this was a cell, as she had initially suspected. The energy that constricted around her would certainly hold, and given the iron worked into it—which had always affected magic—there was no reason it wouldn’t.

      She pushed those thoughts away. What was she doing thinking about that sort of thing when she had something more urgent to focus on?

      “I suppose I haven’t really given it much thought. I didn’t know if it mattered. It happened so long ago that the Society spoke of it as myth.”

      Like stories about the Ashara.

      “History matters, Jayna Aguelon. The more you know about history, the easier it is for you to anticipate what might happen in the future.”

      “You care about history because you care about the power that you cannot acquire.”

      “That is but a part of it,” he said, nodding. “There is something to be said about some of the older enchantments.” He smiled tightly, slipping his gaze along the walls before looking down at the book then up at her. “The earliest dular had a very different appreciation for what they could do with their enchantments.”

      “You mean they had weapons.”

      “Not everything is a weapon, Jayna Aguelon.”

      That was different from what Telluminder had said to her about the enchantments, though maybe Master Raollet was right.

      “No, not everything is a weapon,” she agreed with him, and crossed her arms over her chest, her mind racing. How much of this had Ceran known?

      More than ever, she wanted an opportunity to talk to him, to try to find out what he might have known. He had wanted to show her some of the twelve, but if the twelve had been the original sorcerers . . .

      It meant they were incredibly old.

      Sorcerers don’t live that long.

      She had learned about some sorcerers who could extend their lives, and magic in general permitted a longer lifespan than others, but she had never known any sorcerer to live for centuries at a time.

      “You are troubled by this,” he said. “I’m not surprised. It might be difficult for you to take it in.”

      “It’s not difficult. And I think you aren’t quite right.”

      “Perhaps not. As I said, this is merely a historical text. And history is written by those who choose to write about it, typically those who win.”

      “Considering the dular settled in Nelar, they would choose their history.”

      “Exactly. Still . . .”

      “You don’t think they were misleading.”

      He shook his head. “I do not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because there are too many elements here that are consistent with what I’ve uncovered elsewhere. It’s not only what I’ve found in this book or what I’ve seen in the enchantments we’ve uncovered. It’s also in . . .” He rested his hands on the book, looking up and holding her gaze for a moment. “I just remembered that perhaps I shouldn’t share all of this with somebody who was so willing to attack my shop.”

      “I didn’t attack your shop. I was trying to prevent you from attacking the El’aras.”

      “An interesting choice from a sorcerer.”

      “Perhaps not nearly as interesting if you’d learn anything about sorcerers.”

      He chuckled. “I have shared with you what I know.”

      “You’ve shared with me what you want me to know, but you haven’t shared with me everything you know.” There was a possibility that he was trying to mislead her, trying to guide her into taking action, or perhaps trying to simply misinform her. Jayna had enough experience not to trust him completely, but at the same time, why would he tell her what he had thinking it would cause a reaction?

      She didn’t know.

      “What do you hope to get out of this?” Jayna asked.

      “You claimed you were there for the Festival of the Mourn.”

      “I was there. I stopped Gabranth from freeing Asymorn.”

      “Why here?” Raollet said, tapping his mouth.

      “I don’t know. I just know they were attempting to go through with their dark festival to free some power. Or perhaps even to free Asymorn.”

      “And did they succeed?”

      “I don’t think so, but it’s possible.”

      Raollet tipped his head the side and stared at one of the walls. “If he is freed, I wonder how many of the others are.”

      “At least one,” she admitted.

      “Norej?”

      Jayna shook her head. “As far as I know, the Order of Norej hadn’t succeeded in freeing him. There is another named Inoash who I know is freed.”

      His eyes widened. “He should not be.”

      “You know of him.”

      “He revels in darkness. He enjoys chaos and violence. He is the Instigator.”

      He certainly matched that description based on the battle she’d seen. He had stood off to the sideline, watching, enjoying the fighting. And he had been aware of them, despite Ceran thinking he should not be. If he were aware of her, then there was not much that would keep him from coming after them.

      “What of the others?”

      Jayna shook her head. “I don’t know the others.”

      “Then perhaps there is time,” he said.

      “How much do you know of Sarenoth?” Jayna asked.

      “I’ve told you that his is a dark power. He granted a connection to his power to those earliest of the twelve, the power needed in order for them to overthrow the El’aras, along with anyone else that opposed the initial twelve.”

      “It’s because of Sarenoth that the Society succeeded?”

      “Succeeded? No. It’s because of him that the Society thrived.”

      If that were the case, then the connection to the Society was deeper than Jayna had believed. The Celebrants of Asymorn had been sorcerers. They had been willing to serve Sarenoth. The same with the Order of Norej. They had been burrowed within the Society. Revered. And there had been sorcerers out on the battlefield as well.

      How extensive was it?

      The real challenge was finding sorcerers who were not involved.

      Jayna turned her attention to the book when an explosion thundered from above.

      She darted forward.

      “They have tracked you,” Raollet said. “You should stay down here. If the same man has returned—”

      “If he’s returned, I’m not going to get caught down here where I can’t use my power effectively,” Jayna said.

      She reached the outer edge of the room, feeling the washing of energy swirling over her, then stepped beyond the door. As soon as she did, there came another surge of power that struck her.

      It was almost as if the energy from the room filled her, rushing through her, and she raged with it, a buildup of power that had been suppressed the whole time she had been down in the room. Now that she was out, now that she could feel that power flowing through her, she wanted nothing more than to unleash it.

      She hesitated.

      It was more than just the energy from the room that she felt; it was the strange energy from the Toral ring that bubbled up within her. Jayna needed to resist that too. It seemed as if that power pushed on her, trying to get her to pay more attention to it, to unleash it. Jayna struggled against it, knowing she could not let it out; she needed to hold on to it within herself and maintain that power.

      Another explosion thundered over her.

      She glanced behind her to see Raollet lingering in the room, the book clutched up against his chest. She shook her head. He wasn’t going to be much help.

      Here she had spent months fearing that he would send people after her given what she had done to his shop, but he was terrified.

      And if he had told her the truth, then as a scholar, it made sense that he would be terrified. He wasn’t a fighter. He wasn’t the kind of person to go chasing down somebody else with magic. He wasn’t the kind of person to deal with the sort of power she felt thundering up in the shop overhead.

      But she was.

      She started up the stairs, already pulling upon power through the dragon stone ring. While the ring connected her to the energy she had within herself, it also connected her to something different, something grander, something that seemed far more expansive. As she held on to that power, feeling the way it flowed out from her, she began to build it up, pushing it in front of her.

      Then she reached the top of the stairs.

      There was no movement, just a strange energy here.

      Smoke covered everything. She saw the haze hanging over the interior of the shop hallway, the back area that she had blasted free to release the El’aras, and worried that perhaps it was the El’aras who had come back, but there was something about it that struck her as unusual.

      It was the way the haze persisted.

      The smoke man— one of the Ashara?—had returned.

      Rather than going any farther, Jayna waited. She traced out the pattern needed to create the wind, added a burst of energy through that spell, and the wind carried the smoke away, lifting it entirely.

      It left the hallway empty.

      There was no sign of the man.

      She held on to a surge of power, wrapping it around her.

      It wouldn’t take much more than that. She had to be ready for another blast. When she had faced the man before, she had felt the way he had wrapped his smoke around her protective layer, and though she had managed to overwhelm him, it had involved her tapping into the darkness. She didn’t want to have to do that again so soon. She was still weak from the last attack, and she feared what might happen if she had to tap into that strength again. It might diminish her capacity to resist the dark energy.

      She strode forward, but the hallway remained empty.

      Strangely, a tingling sort of energy pushed against her.

      That’s new. It hadn’t been here when she’d come through before. Jayna held on to the power through the dragon stone ring as she moved forward, using that to hold off whatever energy tried to constrict around her, and preparing for the possibility that there might be an attack.

      Nothing came.

      She moved carefully, slowly, then stopped.

      That tingling pressure began to build.

      It wasn’t her imagination. It was real, and it was near her.

      Not the smoke magic of the man who’d attacked, but something else. As she continued to move carefully, she looked for anything that might have triggered that feeling. She found nothing—just the energy that was present, something within the room that continued to build.

      The hallway was narrow, empty, but she didn’t think she was imagining that power.

      There was one way to tell.

      Not through her dragon stone ring. That might work, but there was a better way.

      The spell she needed was fairly complicated, but it would help her reveal any magic that existed, whether or not it was something she recognized.

      Jayna crouched down as she looked along the hall. She began to work the pattern with her left hand, tracing out a series of triangles, then the circles and stars that surrounded them. She then touched it with a bit of the painful power coming from the Toral ring, but not much. There was no point in pouring too much power out of her and into it. All she needed was a bit, something different than that of sorcery.

      As she pushed that energy through the spell, it flowed along the hallway.

      And then something pushed back.

      Power slammed into her.

      Jayna was tossed onto her backside. She dusted herself off as she got up, bracing for another attack. She pulled several of the concussive blasts out of her pocket. Those might be effective.

      The girl had been working on them, hopefully perfecting them, and even if she hadn’t, Jayna had used them effectively before. Having that kind of power available to her would limit her need to throw up an offensive spell. She could focus on defense.

      She stepped forward.

      “Is it safe to come up?” Raollet’s voice called from below.

      “I don’t know,” Jayna shouted back.

      “I figured you would have destroyed everything by now.”

      He sounded as if he were closer. Could the fool truly have been climbing the stairs?

      He had been cowering down in his room, only emerging now that she had begun to make her way along the hallway, fighting her way through whatever spells had been placed there.

      Raollet poked his head around the corner, through the open doorway.

      “I’m not keeping you safe,” she said.

      “I will wait here until you tell me it’s clear,” he said.

      Jayna sighed then crouched down, tracing out the pattern for spell detection once again. The last one had ricocheted backward, sending her across the hall, and she feared the same thing would happen this time. At least she would be prepared for it.

      When she touched the Toral ring to it, adding a hint of different power, she heard a soft gasp from behind her. Jayna ignored him and pressed power out from her that flowed into the pattern.

      It streaked outward, washing in a wave of white light.

      She braced herself. Unlike the last time, Jayna created a barrier around herself with the magic ball spell. Thankfully, when the spell tracked through something again this time, it merely triggered it without releasing a blast of violent power. Jayna stood and waited until the energy dissipated, leaving her. Finally, she breathed out.

      “An enchantment,” Master Raollet said.

      “That was just an enchantment?”

      “Well, it was my enchantment. It was meant to be triggered if there was an attack.” He frowned at her. “I never would’ve expected that you would have . . .” He shook his head. “No matter. You have released the enchantments in the hallway.”

      “You could’ve warned me about them.”

      “I didn’t think they would have been activated.”

      He pushed past her, but Jayna grabbed him and shoved him back.

      She moved forward, holding on to power through the dragon stone ring and readying another spell with her free hand, tracing a flare of fire. It would be brutal and potentially violent, but it would also keep her from danger.

      “Is that really necessary?” Raollet asked, looking past her.

      “It’s necessary if I want to live.”

      “If they wanted to attack you, they would’ve done that by now.”

      “Unless they’re after you.”

      He harrumphed and she ignored it, slipping along the hallway, moving carefully, quietly, until she had a chance to see the open shop.

      Once she did, she frowned. A haze of smoke hung over it. It was the same sort of haze that had been in the hallway when she’d first emerged from the stairs.

      “Another enchanted attack,” he whispered. Raollet pointed. “See how the smoke drifts? They wanted to look like the Ashara, even if these lands are not conducive to them.”

      Jayna started forward before glancing back and frowning. “What do you mean, they aren’t conducive to them?”

      “Well, if the stories are to be believed, they need dry heat, not the humidity we have here. That humidity should be protective.”

      Jayna shook away the thoughts that came to her about Eva’s desire for overwhelming heat.

      If she was one of the Ashara—and Jayna increasingly began to question if that was the case—he didn’t mean that she was some shape-shifting creature. Those were stories. That was it.

      Jayna crept forward, then she traced a spell with a bit more restraint and tapped on just a little bit of energy from the ring. The wind gusted, heading through an open door at the end of the shop, carrying the smoke out.

      The shop was empty, but there were shelves tipped over and items scattered all around. Raollet darted forward before she had a chance to grab him, keeping him from heading through the mess.

      “I’m not able to protect you if they attack.”

      “They have already attacked,” he said.

      “Could they have been after anything in here?”

      Raollet shook his head, sweeping his gaze around the damaged shop. “What is there to take? All of these are enchantments.”

      Enchantments that were old and powerful.

      She thought about what Matthew had said.

      “Something’s going on with the dular,” Jayna said.

      It didn’t quite add up for her though.

      They wanted enchantments, and they were using some sort of smoke enchantment to attack and make it seem as if the Ashara were involved. She didn’t really understand that, but perhaps it didn’t matter. She just had to figure out who was doing this and stop them.

      He continued to pick through the remains. “So much of this is rare.”

      “You can just go ask the seven ruling dular for more of your items.”

      “The seven?” He paused as he picked up what looked to be a wand similar to the one she had made out in the forest. “No. The seven have provided some items, but they are not willing to offer many. They feel anything you get from them must be earned then purchased.”

      “That doesn’t sound like my experience with them. I know one of the seven’s sons. He made it quite clear that they were mostly interested in what they could sell.”

      “Perhaps these days, but I’m talking about the original seven.” He shook his head. “Those were powerful enchantments, but they were helpful to others in the city.”

      “Then what are you concerned about?”

      “I’m concerned about enchantments from those who try to keep ancient magic active in the city.”

      “And they are?”

      “They are the Sheer.”

      She started to smile. “What exactly is that?”

      “Dular of incredible skill, who try to keep the old magic alive.”

      “It seems to me that if a dular wants to keep old magic alive, they only need to go to the market.”

      “Many do, but they also recognize that not everything can be sold there. Too much is dangerous or would be viewed as a threat to their authority—and too much would be claimed by the seven.”

      “Which is why shops like yours thrive.”

      He stood, wiping his hands on his pants. “Many cannot sell their items openly, Jayna Aguelon. Doing so only draws attention to them. It’s easier if people believe they are ancient relics.”

      She smirked. “How many of your items are actually ancient relics?”

      “More than you know.”

      “And how many of them aren’t?”

      She paused at a small oblong object laying in the middle of the floor. It was different from many of the others. Most of the enchantments around the room had intricate details on them, signifying the power they could hold, but not this one. Jayna leaned down, cautiously reaching for it. She could feel something radiating from it, a bit of warmth.

      “Is this one of yours?” she asked, tentatively touching the enchantment.

      Raollet leaned over, studying it. “Where did you find that?”

      “It was laying here in the center of the floor.”

      She lifted it, turning it from side to side.

      Unlike the other enchantments, this one had been used.

      She frowned, skimming her gaze around the room before coming to see another one laying on the far side of the room.

      She hurried over to it.

      As she picked it up, she saw it was oblong, like the other enchantment, and the patterns on the surface of it had faded, as the patterns on the one she had grabbed before.

      An enchantment, but one that had been spent.

      Why would there be spent enchantments in here?

      Jayna didn’t think she had triggered these, not with her spell. If she had, then all the other enchantments within the shop would have been triggered.

      But it was only these two.

      She looked for more and found one near the counter. She must’ve stepped over it when she had come out of the backroom.

      As she approached, she knew she would find it spent just like the others.

      “What are you thinking?” Raollet asked.

      Jayna set the enchantments on the counter. “We have these enchantments, so we know what it looks like when they try to make it look like the Ashara have attacked. Now we just have to understand why.”

      Raollet frowned. “I suppose you want me to find out.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt. Especially seeing as how they targeted your shop.”

      But who would be responsible, and why would they attack here?
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      After leaving Master Raollet’s shop, Jayna took her time heading back home. She wandered through the streets, making her way gradually through the merchant section, looking at the distant sight of the dular with their merchant stands, trying to see if there was anything that suggested a similar type of enchantment as what she had seen in Master Raollet’s shop. There was nothing.

      She continued through, occasionally pausing, though never for very long or with any clear direction. She just wanted to know who might be responsible—and, of course, what reason they would have for suddenly targeting Master Raollet.

      That seemed to matter. Why would he have been targeted when he had served the dular up until that point? As far as she could tell, the dular should have no reason to attack him, especially as he sold their enchantments. It should have offered him protection.

      That it hadn’t meant something had changed.

      Unless it was only about the fact that she had been there. Perhaps Jayna was the reason they had targeted Raollet. Then she needed to be careful—then she would be worried about further revealing her presence.

      She didn’t see anything in the marketplace that would tell her who or what might be responsible.

      She headed back to the streets, making her way toward the central courtyard, and paused when she neared the fountain. She looked up at the homes, sweeping her gaze along them. Maybe it was one of the dular from there? But what reason would they have for attacking Raollet?

      This didn’t make any sense to her.

      She needed answers.

      And everything she had learned from Raollet still troubled her.

      She focused on the dragon stone ring, attempting to call power through it. If she could summon Ceran, she might be able to get some answers to her questions. She might learn what he had been doing, as well as the truth behind the different attacks that had occurred. She would press him on the bit of information she had uncovered, and wondered if he would even answer. Ceran needed to provide her with answers.

      She weaved through the streets, continuing to focus on the dragon stone ring and the power within it, but there came no response from Ceran.

      Every so often, Jayna detected a hint of dark magic, but that flared somewhere in the city before it disappeared.

      It was more than what she had been aware of before. Even after the Celebrants of Asymorn had been active, Jayna hadn’t seen nearly so much activity. It suggested that something else was going on. Maybe it was all about the combination of attacks in Nelar. Maybe it had something to do with both Asymorn and Norej.

      She still hadn’t learned why Nelar though.

      It had to be about more than this being some ancient foothold of the El’aras.

      There was some other reason.

      And once she uncovered that, she would know why Ceran had left her here.

      Jayna tore her gaze away from the houses surrounding the courtyard. Answers wouldn’t be found there. Gods, she barely knew anything about Nelar, despite having been here for the last few months. Everything seemed to leave her with more questions. She knew about the dular, she knew about the ruling seven dular families, and she knew about the relationship they had with the sorcerers—a continuously antagonistic one, but one where they had tolerated sorcerers for a long time. Up until recently. What else was going on?

      She was tempted to go and visit Char, but that was something for another day.

      As she headed back toward her home, she had the distinct sense that somebody followed her. She slowed, her brother’s lessons coming back to her—how to double back and loop around so she could avoid anybody following her too closely. When she did that now, she didn’t find anybody there. Either she wasn’t being followed, or whoever tailed her was skillful enough that they managed to avoid her detection. She tried another approach, sweeping around and searching for somebody who might have chosen to follow from a different direction, but once again, there was no sign of anyone. Maybe it was Matthew. He’d proven able—and willing—to follow her like that.

      She stayed in the shadows of an overhang of a particularly small building. Most of the buildings were stone, but this one was wooden, as if it had been built in place of one that had collapsed. There were other places like that throughout the city, though most of them were on the outskirts, closer to the forest’s edge.

      She didn’t see any other movement.

      It really was just her imagination. Jayna had gotten jumpy with everything that had happened, though she doubted anyone would blame her for that.

      She peeled away, heading back toward her home again. When she neared, she slowed down once more, doubling back, watching for any signs of anybody who might have been there, but still not coming across any. She tested with sorcery again, creating the pattern that would allow her to pick up on magic and sending it wafting down the road, but it detected nothing.

      On a whim, Jayna used the Toral ring, borrowing from its power to create a circle of energy that went sweeping down the street.

      She felt a soft energy in the distance.

      It wasn’t close—it had to be several streets away—but from what she could tell, it was a dark energy. She was tempted to go after it, to see if she could uncover anything about it, but then it faded.

      Whatever dark energy was out there must have known she had picked up on it.

      As she looked at the house, she had no way of knowing whether Eva had even returned. Eva still needed to deal with finding answers about her past, which she had not been able to uncover before. If they could find the answers now, Jayna owed it to her to help.

      And she had already begun to come up with some answers, even though they were not the ones she would have ever imagined. What if Eva was one of the ancient Ashara? Was it possible she was some sort of creature of fire that could take on human form?

      Her friend had gaps in her knowledge. For so long, they had thought those gaps had come from some injury she’d sustained, some trauma she had faced, or even some enchantment that had stripped them from her, but what if the gaps came from whatever magic she possessed that held her in her human form and had stripped memories from her?

      Raollet had said that taking on a human form would change an Ashara.

      She took another deep breath, and after probing one more time for dark energy, she strode forward, reached the door, and pushed power through it in order to unlock it, then stepped inside.

      Heat struck her, blasting her like a furnace, washing over her. The fire crackled with an intensity in the hearth that Jayna hadn’t experienced in quite some time. There were other times when Eva had sat before the fire, the blaze raging, but most of the time, Eva kept a comfortable fire, despite the normal warmth of Nelar.

      Jayna never really understood it, but if what she had learned about the Ashara was true, then it made sense. The Ashara liked hot, dry heat. Considering the kind of heat coming off of Eva’s blasting fire, what was drier than the air in her home?

      She closed the door.

      Topher wasn’t there, and Eva sat alone in front of the hearth.

      Now was her opportunity.

      She would’ve liked to have had more time to prepare, to decide what she needed to say to Eva, but she might not get a better chance to take a seat and talk.

      She grabbed a wine glass out of the cabinet. This was a conversation to be had with wine. She found a bottle resting near Eva’s feet, so she knew her friend had already started.

      Jayna settled down in one of the faded stuffed chairs and looked over to Eva, who sat with her eyes closed, her head resting back, breathing slowly.

      “Don’t say anything,” Eva said.

      Jayna swallowed. “I thought I would have a glass of wine with you.”

      “Don’t say anything,” Eva repeated. She popped one eye open, looking over to Jayna before closing her eye again and leaning back, resting against the chair. “I know what you were thinking.”

      “I’m not thinking anything,” Jayna said and gripped the wine glass in her hands, twisting it from side to side. Finally, she leaned forward, lifted the wine bottle, and poured herself a glass. When she was done, she grabbed the glass off the ground next to Eva and filled that one as well, offering it to her.

      Jayna set the bottle down and sipped the wine. It was an oaky flavor with earthy undertones, mixed with something that reminded her of the smell of the moss that grew along the walls in this city.

      “Where is this wine from?”

      “Not here,” Eva said.

      Jayna took another sip before holding it tightly and looking over to Eva. “We need to talk.”

      “No. You may feel the need to talk, but I don’t want to listen.”

      “I didn’t go looking for information about you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “I wasn’t thinking anything other than having another glass of wine.” Eva lifted the glass and drank it in three large gulps before setting it back down next to her. She seemed to consider something for a moment before grabbing the bottle and filling the glass again, then downing that one too.

      “We still need to talk. After you left, I learned more from Raollet—”

      Eva raised her hand, cutting her off. “I said don’t.”

      “All he had were stories. That was it.”

      “I heard the direction that most of those stories were taking.”

      While they didn’t know if Eva truly was one of the Ashara, from the way Eva stared blankly, she must have started to believe it.

      “I understand if you’re scared,” Jayna said.

      Eva shot her a look. “Scared?” She shook her head. “I was scared when you started talking about the smoke attacking a dark sorcerer within the city. I was scared when I started to think that perhaps it was me, and I wasn’t remembering what was happening.” She looked down at her empty glass. “Do you know that I worry about what would happen if I were to suddenly start attacking without knowing what was taking place? I fear that might happen. I fear I don’t know what I’m doing all the time. I fear that even when I take action, I might be losing those memories in the future.”

      “Have you lost memories of the time we’ve spent together?”

      “Only when I try,” Eva said.

      Jayna smiled. “Why would you try?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with the kind of things you have us facing. I don’t really want to remember a dwaring. Much like I don’t really want to remember some of the dark sorcerers we’ve faced.” She rested her head back, closing her eyes again. “It’s easier to forget.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments, and Jayna debated how much she was going to push. She had given Eva space for as long as they’d been together, and that space had been reasonable to Jayna, especially given everything she knew Eva had gone through—or, at least, everything she suspected Eva had gone through. Now she wondered if giving her space was a mistake and if it was time for her to push. Eva needed to face her past—needed to confront who and what she had been. Eva needed to remember.

      Eva reached for the bottle, but Jayna slid it off to the side, where it tipped and spilled onto the stone floor. “See what you did?”

      “It’s not the first time wine has been spilled on this floor,” Jayna said, motioning to another stain that had dried long ago.

      “You get mad at me when I spill wine,” Eva muttered.

      “I don’t get mad. Not about that. I get upset when you don’t want to talk. Kind of like now.”

      “You get mad because you always like to talk.”

      “Always?”

      “Far more than I do,” Eva said.

      “Everybody likes to talk more than you do,” Jayna said. “And in this case, I think we need to. You need to.”

      “You just want to go through what you uncovered.”

      “Yes. There was an enchantment that looked like your power but wasn’t the same.”

      Eva arched a brow. “There was.”

      “There was. After you left, Raollet’s shop was attacked again, and I suspect it was somebody using an enchantment to make it look like your kind of magic We have proof that there is somebody trying to use that kind of magic. Maybe even trying to make it look like you were involved—either that, or to make it look as if there’s another Ashara in the city.”

      “There you go.”

      “There I go with what?”

      “Using the term I can’t embrace.”

      “If that’s what you are—”

      “I don’t know what I am,” Eva said, sitting forward for a moment before leaning back and closing her eyes. She clasped her hands across her chest, holding on to the wine glass as if it were something that would bring her peace. “I don’t know what I am,” Eva repeated. “I’ve tried to figure it out. I know you don’t think I have, but I’ve spent days and days sitting and thinking and searching for answers. I keep thinking that if I work hard enough and long enough, the answers will come to me, but there’s nothing within me that has provided those answers yet.”

      “I don’t blame you for not finding answers,” Jayna said.

      “You blame me for something,” Eva said.

      “I blame you now for trying to avoid the answers. I think you’ve been incredibly brave through all of this. I don’t know how I would’ve handled it if I were in your position.”

      “You probably would’ve complained a lot more.”

      “And I would’ve drank a lot less,” Jayna said.

      Eva shook her head. “I don’t know what to make of what Raollet told you.”

      “I don’t either. Which is why the two of us need to keep talking.”

      “Why? What do you think that will do?”

      “Maybe nothing. But at the same time, if it provides you with an opportunity to find answers, then don’t we need to dig into it?” She leaned forward, holding her wine, and took a sip before settling back down. It really did taste strange, and it was more than just its musty notes. “If this person who attacked us is like you, and if we can find him, then maybe we can finally understand more about you and what you can do.”

      “What if I don’t like what I find?” Eva asked softly.

      Jayna opened her mouth but didn’t say anything. That was what this was about.

      It wasn’t so much about the fear of discovering what Eva might be able to do or what she might be; it was about what she learned about herself—and who she had once been.

      “We will deal with whatever we find when it comes.”

      “What if you find you have to target me?”

      “You don’t have dark magic,” Jayna said.

      Eva shook her head. “I don’t really know what I have or even what I am. And I heard what Raollet said. I saw what that man with a power similar to mine was willing to do. If he’s the one attacking dark sorcerers . . .”

      “We’re attacking dark sorcerer,” Jayna said. “And I don’t think he’s the one responsible for what happened with Char. We’ll work through this together.”

      “Unless you find out I’m a dark magic user,” Eva said softly.

      “That’s not what we’re going to find.”

      “You don’t know that,” Eva said.

      Jayna watched as Eva rested her head back, then she finished her wine and settled the glass on the floor. She didn’t want to drink any more at this point. She only wanted to have a conversation with Eva, to get her through this, but she didn’t know if she had the wisdom to do so.

      “None of what we’ve learned matters. All that matters is that we work together—the same way we have been ever since the two of us met.”

      “Even if I turn out to be a dark magic user?”

      “Then we will be a good pair.” Jayna twisted the dragon stone ring while sitting quietly for a few moments. “You know what I fear about the kind of power I’ve been pulling. You know I fear what has been happening to me, the way that power seems to be changing something for me. What happens if I end up turning into a dark magic user?”

      “You won’t,” Eva said and stared at the fire.

      “As you just told me, you don’t know that—and neither do I.”

      She turned her own attention to the fire, staring at it for a long moment, and she thought she understood just what Eva struggled with. It was the same sort of issue she had.

      But at the same time, Jayna had a much more direct possibility of turning into a dark magic user. It was the power within the Toral ring that gave her that risk, and the more she accessed that power—the more she felt the darkness at the edge of her vision—the more likely it was that she would find herself drawn into the dark power that existed out in the world. Jayna feared what would happen if that were to occur. What would happen if the temptation to use dark power became too much for her to resist?

      She sat back, resting her head, closing her eyes, and she could practically feel that dark energy out there, swirling around her, pressing in upon her. It flowed toward her through the Toral ring, almost taunting her, reminding her of its existence.

      “Aren’t we quite the pair?” Jayna said.

      Eva started to laugh. “I suppose we are.”

      Jayna sighed. “We aren’t finished with this though. I know you don’t want to talk about it now, and I’m perfectly willing to let it drop, but eventually, the two of us will need to have a conversation.”

      Eva just looked off to the side, saying nothing.

      Jayna started to get up but hesitated. “I’m going to need to find more information about what Raollet told me.”

      “About me?”

      “About you. About sorcerers. About the founding of the Sorcerers’ Society.”

      Eva turned her head, watching her. “What did he tell you?”

      “He suggested that the Sorcerers’ Society was founded by the twelve followers of Sarenoth, and that Sarenoth was somehow involved.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “I don’t know if I have any reason not to believe him.”

      “What if he’s trying to manipulate you?” Eva asked.

      “You know him better than I do. Is that something he would do?”

      “I don’t know him all that well,” Eva said, turning her attention back to the fire. “When we got to the city, and you wanted me to start making contacts, I did the same thing I always do. I started going to antiquities shops.”

      Jayna bit back the slight smile she felt at the comment. What did it say about Eva that the place she went for information when she came to a new city was an antiquity shop? It fit with the kind of power she possessed, the power she tried to hide from herself—the power Jayna was starting to understand, even if Eva didn’t want to.

      “Assuming he’s not trying to manipulate me, it doesn’t really make a difference. At this point, what I need to do is find more information.”

      “Which means you intend to go to the outpost.”

      Jayna nodded. “I figured that’s where I can find those answers more directly.”

      “Will he help you?”

      Jayna took a deep breath. “I don’t know. Given everything else that’s happened, I don’t know if Char will be willing to, or if he’ll side with the Society.”

      “It’s not just siding with the Society, is it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it’s more than just siding with the Society. You’re asking him to realize that some part of who he is, some inherent aspect of the kind of power he possesses, has its roots in a darker place.”

      “You could say the same thing about my sorcery,” Jayna said softly.

      “You could, but you’ve gotten out. You aren’t so bound up in that identity—not the same way he is.”

      “I don’t know if he’s as bound up in that identity as you’d think.”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve spent some time around him since we’ve come to Nelar. I may not have the same experience with him as you do, but I recognize a man who’s tied to what he does.”

      “Do you, now?”

      Eva glared at her. “Don’t do that.”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “I see the accusation in your eye.”

      “It’s not accusation. I was trying to be playful, and apparently I didn’t do it so well.”

      “No. You did not.”

      Jayna got to her feet. “Anyway, I do need to go to the Society outpost, if only to try to find what records they might have about the founding of the Society. If Char has something that might help me understand, then . . .”

      Jayna didn’t know what she would use that information for, but it would help her further her knowledge and understanding of the twelve—and the darkness that Ceran wanted her to defeat. It could provide her with names, which might be valuable.

      “We’re still going to have to figure out what’s taking place here in the city.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “I suspect it’s tied to the sorcerers, and the dular, and . . .” Jayna shrugged. “I don’t really know. But we can keep digging into that. It’s something else I can ask Char about when I go see him.”

      “And not about me?” Eva asked carefully.

      “No. Not about you.” She wouldn’t tell Eva that Char was looking into information about her just yet. That would come later, when Eva decided she wanted to know more about herself—what she was and what she might be able to do. Eventually, she would have to accept that, wouldn’t she?

      Jayna headed toward the kitchen, carrying the bottle of wine and her glass, when the front door opened.

      Topher entered, grinning at her. “Jayna. You came back. Eva was back here earlier, but she didn’t want to talk.” He pouted for a moment. “Then again, Eva never wants to talk. I figured you might though.”

      “I’m just getting ready to head out,” she said.

      “Already? You’ve had a long day. Why don’t you stay? I can make you some food. We can sit and talk.”

      Food sounded good, and Topher’s cooking, in particular, sounded wonderful. She didn’t necessarily need to go now. Nothing would change in the interim. Along with finding information about the founding of the Society, she had to look into the Ashara and learn what she could about them, but she doubted these enchantments would be used to attack Char or the Society inside the outpost. It was too well-protected.

      “I suppose I could sit and eat.”

      She pulled out her chair, taking a seat at the table, and Topher laughed. “I didn’t mean just yet. I just got back from doing what you asked me to do.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Looking into the dular. Did you know that Rosal has taken over his father’s position?”

      “I didn’t,” Jayna said, sitting up. “What happened to his father?”

      As far she knew, he hadn’t been injured in the attack. She’d protected him, removing the bloodstone from his home before anything could’ve happened to him. That should have kept him safe.

      “I don’t know. They don’t really like to talk about it.”

      “They?”

      “The seven. You know they’re particular about what they share.”

      “I don’t. I’m not connected to that part of Nelar. That’s why we have you, Topher.”

      He grinned at her. “You do have me for that. That’s great. And well, I don’t know if I can tell you a whole lot more than that, just that Rosal is leading the family now.”

      Jayna leaned back in the chair, frowning. It surprised her that Rosal would be leading his family. He had never struck her as particularly skilled. He was pretty, sure, but not all that talented without using the bloodstone. That said, he certainly could be charismatic—she saw that when he spoke at the market, working on selling the bloodstone enchantments. He could be compelling, but for him to lead one of the great houses within the city . . .

      It just didn’t fit.

      If her plan to go to Char for help didn’t pan out, she could always go to Rosal for information. Whether he’d answer her was a different matter, however.

      “Keep looking into it,” she said to Topher.

      “Why? What do you think we’ll find?”

      She shook her head. “I really don’t know. Whatever is there is important, but I don’t know why.”

      “Is it always like that with you?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you know something is important but you don’t know why?”

      She looked over to Eva, seeing her resting back against the chair, eyes closed, the fire crackling in front of her and radiating heat. “Sometimes.”
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      The surge of the ring caught her attention.

      It was a new day and Jayna had been on the outskirts of the city practicing spells again, hoping to gain a better understanding of her spellbooks. It was a way of trying to clear her mind. Eva was looking for more information and Topher had gone off to question the dular, which left Jayna feeling adrift.

      She could have gone with either of them, but she felt her time would be better spent working in the spellbooks while looking for something that could generate a smoke spell that would appear like Ashara magic, but she hadn’t yet found anything.

      When the ring began to constrict, she thought perhaps it was a dark creature. It hadn’t been one when she had felt it the last time though, so she wasn’t exactly sure if that was it, but the tension in the ring persisted, constricting more and more.

      Not a dark creature.

      A dark sorcerer.

      She hurriedly wiped away the spell she had been tracing out on the ground, tucked the spellbook into her pack, and paused. She was near some of the old El’aras ruins, close enough to the forest that she could use it to absorb the power of sorcery she was drawing upon and diffuse it enough so that the Society wouldn’t detect it.

      Where was the power coming from?

      She couldn’t tell.

      She continued following the steady constriction she detected. It had to be somewhere nearby.

      It brought her back into the city. She wove past a row of shops, all of them tucked into old El’aras structures, and headed past a small plaza where she detected a hint of smoke drifting. She paused for a moment. As she stared at the smoke, she couldn’t tell if it was an enchantment like she had seen in Raollet’s shop, or simply chimney smoke.

      A shout in the distance caught her attention.

      She tore her gaze away.

      Now wasn’t the time for her to be worrying about smoke coming from a single building.

      She focused on the tightness she detected in her ring.

      Dark magic.

      Jayna began to call upon the power within the Toral ring. Cold crept into her finger, then up her wrist and all the way up her arm. The power within the ring was considerable, and it surged far faster than it had when she had first been gifted the ring. That was partly because of the additional power Ceran had granted her when she had needed to take on the Order of Norej, but it was also because of the bloodstone that had augmented the Toral ring.

      Holding on to that power, she ignored the darkness she detected at the edge of her awareness, focusing instead on the power within the ring, wanting that to guide her. If there was a dark sorcerer here, she needed to be prepared for it. Her own sorcery spells might be effective—she had seen how they could be used against different dark sorcerers—but she also knew that the Toral ring would be much more effective.

      She could feel something deeper in the city.

      She hurried forward, and as she made her way into the city, she realized something else.

      The streets in the city’s periphery were mostly empty—not completely, as there was an occasional person poking their head out of a window or standing in a doorway—but for the most part, no one was out walking.

      Her heart started to hammer again.

      The last time she had felt dark magic had been in the crowd.

      Jayna hurried forward again.

      And then she saw it.

      She was near the center of the city. In the distance, she could almost imagine the dular manor homes of the ruling families. A crowd had started to form. It was late in the day, near dusk—not a time she would’ve expected there to be a crowd like this. Why now?

      And why here?

      As she moved along the street, the crowd surged ahead of her.

      Jayna jogged and began to join them, but she didn’t feel any other power, only the constriction of the ring on her finger.

      If she could figure out who was driving the crowd, maybe she could understand the magic that was involved and come up with some way to counter it.

      Immediately she focused on Char. He knew how to do this.

      There was a sense of him in the back of her mind, an awareness she had through the linking spell that joined them. She tried to pluck it, pulling on that connection, but she couldn’t tell if he recognized what she did. If he was aware of it, there might not be anything he could do anyway.

      He had used a healing sort of spell on the crowd before, though Jayna wasn’t sure if she had enough understanding of that kind of magic to do something similar.

      Then she found the crowd gathering.

      She forced her way forward, feeling the agitation. Someone near her shouted, then somebody else threw something. There came a flash of fire, a rumble, and a strange trembling on the ground. Enchantments.

      Then she saw a maroon-robed figure lying motionless on the ground. She only caught glimpses of it, but panic began to set in.

      She tested for her connection to Char, and was thankful it wasn’t him. He was still too far away.

      But there was a sorcerer down.

      She forced her way forward, preparing several different spells, and found that it wasn’t just one sorcerer—there were several.

      She saw three maroon robes. Dular pressed ahead, and the steady rumbling of power was almost too much. Jayna began to focus on her own power, anger building within her, when a hand grabbed her and jerked her backward.

      She spun, immediately raising her Toral ring, then lowered it.

      “What are you doing here, Matthew?”

      Matthew’s eyes were wide. “We need to get you out of here, Jayna. Can’t you see what’s going on?”

      “I saw,” she said.

      There was the continued, steady feeling of tension around her. She wasn’t sure what it was, but it was starting to act against her. The dark magic was affecting her. Was it because she held on to the energy through her Toral ring, or would it have been worse if she hadn’t?

      “Come on,” Matthew said, dragging her.

      “I can’t.”

      “You cannot stay here.”

      He dragged her, and though she wanted to fight, he made a certain sort of sense. The sorcerers who were down were beyond her ability to help. The dular were too numerous, and it was entirely possible that there was too much power from them for her to be able to do anything.

      She focused again.

      Could she really leave the sorcerers behind?

      There came an explosion of sound followed by a gust of wind, and a burst of power slammed into her. It came from where the sorcerers were lying motionless.

      Matthew jerked on her again, dragging her.

      “You don’t want to be there. You don’t want to see it.”

      “See what?”

      Matthew’s eyes practically begged for her to come with him.

      She followed him, weaving against the crowd. When they neared its edge, he nodded back the way they had come. “Do you think that’s the first time this has happened?”

      “I’ve seen it happen before.”

      “I just saw two sorcerers dead,” Matthew said. “I don’t know how many were there, but—”

      “Probably three,” Jayna said softly.

      Matthew nodded. “Three. What would happen if they got a hold of you?”

      “They wouldn’t know—”

      Jayna cut herself off before explaining too much to Matthew. As far as he knew, she was a part of the Society. She might not have her robes on, but would he know that distinction?

      “You should get out of the city, Jayna. I don’t know what’s going on here, but it’s dangerous. Let someone else deal with it.”

      Sorcerers were dead. Dark magic instigated the riots, she was certain of it, and she could still feel it building with the constricting of her ring. She knew she couldn’t leave it alone.

      “You’re right,” she said, deciding she needed to placate Matthew. “I need to get out of here before something happens.”

      He visibly relaxed. “Good. Now, I might be able to get you away from here, to a place you can be safe, but—”

      “I don’t need your protection,” she said.

      “Jayna, I know that—”

      “I don’t need your protection, Matthew,” she repeated, more stridently this time.

      He looked as if he wanted to argue before stepping back and shaking his head. “You know where to find me.”

      “I know where you brought me, but I still don’t know what you were doing.”

      “I can’t talk about it. But if you see anything burning that shouldn’t be, just stay away from it.”

      He slipped away before she had a chance to ask what he meant.

      Burning? Like when Rosal had used his enchanted bloodstone? Or was he talking about the smoke enchantments designed to look like the Ashara?

      Jayna tried to chase after him, but she’d already lost him—and if Matthew wanted to disappear from her, she wasn’t going to be able to find him.

      But he knew something.

      The Toral ring constricted again, and Jayna turned her attention back to what she detected.

      She raced forward, fighting through the crowd. She could still feel the dark magic around her, but that was it.

      She ignored the fallen sorcerers.

      They were probably beyond her ability to help, at least until the dular cleared.

      But it wasn’t beyond her ability to explore—and try to stop—the dark sorcerer who was instigating things.

      She opened herself up to the power of the Toral ring even more. The cold worked up to her shoulder and began to burn through her chest. She had learned to deal with most of that pain, but it was still powerful, still almost more than she could withstand. She tried to ignore the way the cold pressed in upon her, but it hurt.

      Clenching her jaw, Jayna fought through it, suppressing the pain she felt.

      The ring was even tighter now and she followed it, feeling its pressure.

      That sense veered off from the crowd.

      Jayna pushed through several dular, one of them looking in her direction, but she hurried forward before somebody realized that she had been a part of the last crowd. She made her way to a quiet side street with a row of homes, but the ring continued to squeeze, telling her she was heading in the right direction.

      She slowed down.

      She could still feel the pain from the ring, the way it squeezed and constricted, warning her there was something here, though she wasn’t sure where it was coming from.

      Then it stopped—suddenly, and with no warning. Either the use of dark magic had abruptly abated, or something had happened to the dark sorcerer using it.

      It reminded her of what she had experienced following the last riot in the city.

      Jayna paused.

      She released her hold on the power coming through the Toral ring, the pain retreating as she did, and breathed slowly, trying to determine whether there was anything more she might feel. But she couldn’t come up with anything.

      There might be something here, but she wasn’t going to find it using her Toral connection.

      What if she tried sorcery?

      There were a few different tracking spells she might be able to use, but what would she track?

      A heavy burst of power erupted back in the direction of the crowd, and Jayna froze, turning toward it.

      That was sorcery—incredible sorcery.

      She realized that the crowd had started to disperse. The moment the dark magic had faded, the crowd must have gone cold, its influence upon them fading as well.

      What was the burst of power she had detected though?

      The Society. It had to be. They were making their way here.

      Jayna hurried back toward the street where she had seen the fallen sorcerers, lingering near the corner and watching as the crowd dispersed. The three sorcerers continued to lie motionless in their maroon robes.

      Jayna darted forward and checked on them.

      Two women and one man. One of the women was gone. Her eyes were glazed, and her head looked as if she had been struck, blood streaming from her scalp and pooling along the street. Jayna moved on, a need for practicality driving her to check the next sorcerer.

      The other woman was breathing, though shallowly. She checked for a pulse, and found that it was weak.

      Pressing her hand on the woman, she focused on what she already knew of healing, wishing she had focused more on that after having gotten the spellbooks from Char. She hadn’t really had the need to heal all that often, but she needed to now.

      As she focused, pushing power down, she felt a trembling. She had to try to trace out a quick pattern and activate it, pushing her connection to sorcery through the woman until the spell triggered something within the woman and her own sorcery took hold. This would link the two and allow the woman’s natural abilities to take over, helping her to heal herself.

      It was similar to a linking spell, but not quite the same. It wasn’t true healing, but it should buy the woman enough time until the others from the Society arrived.

      The man was going to be more difficult. He had a puncture wound in his belly.

      As she focused on him, she felt something coming toward her and she looked up.

      A pair of dular were approaching.

      “Back away,” Jayna said.

      She twisted to face them, grabbing for an enchantment in her pocket that wouldn’t harm them. She found the wand she’d made instead.

      “Are you with them?” one of the dular asked.

      “Back away,” Jayna repeated.

      One of the men surged forward, and Jayna raised her hand. She focused on the power within the wand and drew that through her, blasting him with a burst of pale vapor that sent him flying back across the street where he crashed into a nearby building. The other man looked at her, then darted away.

      She looked at the wand—more useful than she’d expected—and tucked it back into her pocket.

      She pressed her hand on the sorcerer and he moaned.

      She traced a quick, circular healing pattern—a series of circles that, when joined together, might allow her to help him—but she wasn’t going to be able to link him to his own magic. There was the possibility that she could use her Toral power to help heal, but Jayna wasn’t even sure if that would be enough.

      The only other option was to keep trying traditional sorcery.

      She moved around him so that she had space. The street was wide enough for her to work, and she was left alone as the crowd cleared.

      She traced three interlocking triangles near his head, then moved to his feet, doing the same. She then linked those, sending the energy of her healing spell through him. It was blunt, simple power that flowed through him—and it was all she could do.

      She wanted to try to help him as much as she could. He didn’t deserve to die because of some dark sorcerer attacking, but that wasn’t even the reason she did this.

      What if it had been Char?

      She couldn’t shake that feeling.

      And so, as she poured power through her, she gritted her teeth, focusing on the spell, and nearly forgot about the Society.

      Until she heard a shout.

      She looked up as three maroon-robed people strode toward her.

      Jayna glanced down at the man. His color had improved, and the spell had stabilized him. She could tell the Society she had been trying to help, but she wasn’t sure they would believe her, so she got up and scrambled away. When she reached the corner where she had felt the dark magic, she paused, hiding there for a moment. Two of the sorcerers who had just arrived began to work on the same two fallen sorcerers whom Jayna had tried to heal, obviously recognizing the third one was beyond any help.

      Jayna shook her head before turning away.

      There was too much happening.

      She needed to help, but right now, what she really wanted was to have a drink.

      She passed others as she made her way to the western edge of the city, and many of them had something of a dazed expression. Were they aware of the influence of the dark magic that had touched them, or did they simply get caught up in the riot? Without testing, using her own connection to sorcery, Jayna wasn’t going to be able to find out.

      She was tempted to return back to her home, but not yet. She didn’t want to go back. She wanted to go somewhere to get something to drink instead.

      Jayna had visited quite a few other taverns during her time in Nelar, but none of them were as comfortable as the Wicked Pint. Maybe it was because it had something of a rougher feel to it, or perhaps it was that she had come to know the owner a bit more, or maybe it was because the food was good and cheap and she didn’t have much money.

      Her thoughts raced. She was bothered by everything she had seen so far.

      Enchantments meant to look like the Ashara. Dark sorcerers causing the dular to attack. The Society fighting back.

      When she entered the tavern, she took a seat at a table and stared down at its surface. It wasn’t long before somebody came over and she looked up.

      Robert was about ten years older than her, with dark hair and still a little bit of a limp from when he had been used by Gabranth for the festival. Still, his eyes were bright and clear, and he had an easy-going smile.

      “You look like you need a drink, Jayna.”

      She nodded. “I do.”

      “Something happen?”

      She debated how to answer. It wasn’t just that something had happened, but how it was happening.

      The attacks. The dark sorcery. The Society’s involvement.

      And, to top it all off, Ceran’s complete silence.

      “Nothing out of the usual,” she said.

      He snorted. “In this city? I’m not exactly sure what’s ‘usual.’” He rapped his knuckles on the table. “Let me get you a bottle of wine. I saw Eva in here not too long ago, so I can send her over too.”

      Jayna nodded.

      She hadn’t seen Eva when she’d come in, but she had been distracted.

      What was going on in the city?

      She twirled the dragon stone ring on her finger, trying to activate it, hoping Ceran would feel it and respond, but even after drawing as much power as she had earlier today, holding it like she had, he still had not responded. He wasn’t going to, then.

      When a figure approached the table, Jayna didn’t even look up.

      “You look like I feel,” Eva said, slinking down into a chair across from her.

      “Probably,” Jayna said. “There was another riot.”

      Eva’s brow furrowed. “Another?”

      Jayna nodded. “And a sorcerer died.”

      She made a point of keeping her voice low, worried it might carry through the tavern.

      “Dark?”

      Jayna shook her head. “I don’t think so. Society. There were two others, but I was able to save them.”

      “You have to be careful,” Eva said.

      “I have to be careful?”

      “Raollet and Telluminder weren’t wrong. You’re getting a reputation. Eventually, you have to pick a side, or one or the other are going to squeeze you.”

      “I’m not picking between the Society and the dular,” Jayna said. “I don’t even know how I would go about doing that.”

      Robert brought the bottle of wine over, setting down two glasses. “Food?”

      Jayna nodded, staring at her hands.

      “What happened to her?” Robert asked.

      “She’s thirsty,” Eva said.

      “One of those days, huh? Well, I’ll make sure you don’t run out of wine. And I’ll keep anyone from bothering you.”

      “Thanks,” Jayna muttered.

      When Eva poured her a glass of wine, she took it, staring down into the cup.

      “I feel like I’m over my head.”

      “This is what you agreed to,” Eva said.

      “I agreed to work with Ceran. I didn’t agree to do it on my own. He hasn’t helped.”

      “But you’re still doing it.”

      Jayna looked up, holding Eva’s gaze.

      As she did, she realized she had to stop wallowing in her own issues.

      Eva had issues of her own.

      “Promise me something, Eva,” Jayna started. “We will work through this together.”

      Before Eva nodded, there was a hint of darkness that flooded her eyes.

      Neither of them spoke as they finished their glasses of wine.
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      Dreams troubled Jayna while she slept. It wasn’t uncommon for her to have very different types of dreams these days; sometimes they were more vivid than usual, but sometimes they were simply darker. It was almost as if using the dragon stone ring had changed her dreams, especially now that it had been enhanced by the bloodstone.

      In her most recent dream, she’d been standing on a battlefield, looking out upon hundreds of sorcerers, power blasting all around, with some dark energy situated in the center of it. Destruction surrounded her. The ground was barren, trees had been torn asunder. An entire city laid waste in the distance, burning and smoking, and Jayna was all too aware of its presence.

      In the dream, she could feel the power within her, a mixture of her sorcery and that from the dragon stone ring—power that seemed to compel her, practically demanding she draw upon it in a way that would use even more energy, but doing so would force her deeper into that darkness.

      The battle raged around her, magic and spells that seemed impossible. Sorcerers floated, as if walking on air, while others shot lightning bolts down from the sky. Still others used fireballs larger than any house and sent them streaking toward the people they attacked. Sorcerers faced sorcerers. All around them were others—dular in a violent battle, enchantments flaring. Jayna recognized a concussive blast, the sound rolling outward, and the poor girl holding on to the enchantment reminded her of the girl from the market, somebody who should not have been called into a war like this. There was another blast, something that sent out a surge of energy. Sorcerers were struck by it, and they suddenly stopped—memories stripped from them by the enchantment.

      That left her more troubled than anything else.

      She awoke in a cold sweat.

      It was a dream—nothing more than that—but it had seemed so real and vivid.

      And of course, in the dream, she’d seen enchantments that she herself had used. Not only had there been the sound blast that the girl had given her, the enchantment that didn’t harm anybody but could certainly cause significant devastation, but there had been the memory bowl that had stripped memories from the sorcerers. She had seen firsthand just how well that worked when she had stripped Matthew’s memories of his time in Nelar with her.

      Maybe that was the only reason she had a dream like that. It was sadness—or perhaps guilt.

      Jayna sat up, looking around the room. She had a small glowing enchantment resting on a table near the repaired wall, and it gave off a faint orange light. All she had to do was add a little bit more power to it and it would take on a bit more of a glow. She had enchanted the stone herself, turning it into a lantern, not wanting to sleep in the utter darkness. Lately, she found that such darkness troubled her more than it ever had before.

      Jayna swung her legs over the edge of her bed. She rubbed her eyes with her fists, still tired but not able to sleep any longer. How could she sleep when she had dreams like that? Still, she felt a bit restored from the sleep she had gotten.

      She twisted the dragon stone ring on her finger, looking down at it. In the reflected light from the enchanted lantern, it had more of an orange glow to it, and less of the reddish, almost bloody look to it from a layer of the bloodstone that surrounded the pale white dragon stone. Even if she wanted to separate the two by peeling them apart, she didn’t know if she could. They may have been permanently merged—in which case, there would be nothing for her to do about it.

      Still, she appreciated the power within the enhanced, enchanted ring. The dragon stone ring continued to be even more powerful than it had been before now that it was augmented by the bloodstone, and she now had much quicker access to the power of the Toral ring—something she would have had to dig deeply for before. But despite her concerns about reaching for darkness, the sad reality for Jayna was that she had needed that power.

      With everything she’d faced recently, she had required more power than she had before.

      She got up, slipped on her clothes, and packed her satchel, adding a few enchantments into it before slipping it over her shoulder.

      Jayna had no other weapons. She had a belt knife, but she doubted she would be able to do much with that. It wasn’t all that useful for the kind of fighting she engaged in.

      She couldn’t imagine fighting the way some men and women did. She had seen soldiers training in parts of the country, especially in some places outside of Nelar. There was a regimented nature to the way they trained, a consistency to it, and while she couldn’t deny that they had incredible skill, there just wasn’t much use for that kind of fighting when it came to magic. How could there be when a sorcerer, one single sorcerer, could create a blast of fire so large that it would engulf an entire squadron of soldier?

      There were other ways to destroy soldiers. It didn’t even take a fireball. She could rip through the earth, creating a cavern that was large enough to split open, swallow the entire squadron, and crush them. She could use a gust of wind, sending a violent sweep of energy at soldiers, and that could . . .

      What am I thinking?

      Jayna had no idea why she was considering the ways she could destroy soldiers. There was no need to think like that.

      She stepped out into the kitchen, glancing over to the fire that had burned down to embers. Eva was curled up on the floor in front of it, three bottles of wine resting near her head, her glass tipped over. The room wasn’t nearly as warm as it had been before, which she was thankful for, though there was still heat and energy here. Topher was gone. He must have slept in Eva’s room, as he often did.

      Jayna didn’t blame him. It was better to sleep there, comfortable on the bed, rather than sleeping on the floor or in one of the chairs, especially since Eva rarely used her own bed. In the time they had been home, Jayna thought she could count on one hand how many times Eva had rested in her own bed, and many of them had been times when Jayna herself had carried Eva back there after she had passed out in front of the fire.

      The kitchen was a little bit of a shambles. Topher had made a delicious meal for them, but hadn’t bothered to clean up.

      Jayna owed it to him to take care of the cleaning. She would do that later. Given that he was the one cooking for them—and he did it incredibly well—she should at least give him the chance to relax afterward.

      She hoped she showed enough gratitude to Topher.

      It surprised her that she wasn’t as bothered by his presence as she would’ve expected. He offered her something she had needed but hadn’t given much thought to. There were too many times when she and Eva lacked a certain level of self-care. They were so focused on chasing down dark magic, so focused on their tasks, that they both often got too distracted. Jayna simply because she was trying to figure out where the power was coming from, and what she needed to do with that dark magic, and Eva because she would drink to the point where she would collapse, then ultimately sleep through much of the day.

      Topher added something to the mix for both of them.

      He might not necessarily provide a whole lot when it came to helping Jayna search for dark magic, but he was a dular, after all, and he was . . .

      What is that?

      She found a small coin resting on the table.

      It looked like one that Topher had made, though the detail on the coin was different, more complicated. Topher’s coins typically had a simple pattern, little more than a spiraling circle, but this one contained a pattern that looked like a series of interlocking circles occupying the entirety of the coin, as if smaller coins had been stamped upon its surface.

      She squeezed it for a moment, wondering if this was Topher’s work or if he had acquired this from someone else.

      “What are you doing?”

      Jayna spun, looking over to the fire where Eva rested.

      “You’re up,” she said.

      “I’m up.” She glanced at the fire, her brow furrowing, and wrapped her arms around herself as if she were cold. “You were leaving?”

      “I was going to go visit Char yesterday, but when Topher offered to cook, I figured I should take advantage of it,” Jayna said. “So now I’m going this morning.”

      “It’s early,” Eva said.

      “Maybe, but not so early he won’t be available for me to visit.”

      Eva lowered herself back down to the floor and curled back up, pulling her knees into her chest. “Don’t make too much noise.”

      Jayna just chuckled. She looked again at the mess in the kitchen—the stack of dirty dishes, the flour and spices and remnants of last night’s food—and hesitated a moment, looking for something to write a note to Topher on, but there was nothing. Hopefully he would still be sleeping when she returned from visiting Char.

      She headed out, closing the door behind her and sealing it with another burst of magic, then made her way along the street. When she was a block away from her home, she realized she still held on to the enchantment she’d claimed from the table. Topher might be upset with her, but she would explain she had taken it accidentally. She stuffed it into her pocket and headed through the streets.

      It was early. The sun was up, though it was only slanted across the horizon, sending shafts of pale light streaking toward her. She looked up at it, squinting as it peeked above some of the buildings. The crowd in the morning wasn’t nearly as thick as it was in other parts of the day, and the sounds of the city were different as well. There weren’t the same shouts coming from storeowners, hawkers with carts along the street all trying to get attention, and it wasn’t the jostling crowd of people moving in and out of Nelar, heading toward the capital or beyond.

      In the morning, it was almost still.

      Those who were out looked to be heading to work, or they carried baskets as if they were making deliveries before the crowds became dense, making it difficult to navigate the streets. She passed a squad of a dozen soldiers, all marching in step, and it reminded her of her dream. Jayna stepped to the side, thinking about how easy it would be to just blast those dozen soldiers, stopping them in their tracks.

      Those are dark thoughts.

      She was having dark thoughts, and the more she had them, the more she feared the ring’s influence. Somehow, she had to protect herself against it and find a way to avoid falling into that dark energy.

      She wound her way toward the outpost. By the time she arrived, it was later in the morning; the sun was up and she had started to feel warm.

      She hadn’t come to the outpost very often in the middle of the day. It was strange to do so now, and stranger still that she came without any fear of repercussions. She had no intention of using magic, but even if she had to, Jayna doubted they would be able to capture and hold her in any way now that she had the dragon stone enhanced by the bloodstone. Even if they tried, she could use the power available to her to withstand the attack.

      She headed along the path up to the simple stone building and paused there for a moment. There was no feeling of power from the outpost. It was all contained by enchantments within the building itself—ancient enchantments set by some of the first Society members who had founded this place. She was left wondering how many of them were part of the twelve followers of Sarenoth, if any. How many of those sorcerers knew dark magic?

      Maybe none. Maybe all of this was simply Raollet misleading her, trying to get her to waste time looking into something that had no meaning to her. But if he was telling the truth, then she had to wonder if perhaps they did have some dark sorcerers here in the city.

      She focused for a moment on the linking spell between her and Char. It had solidified over time and had been augmented the last time she’d seen him. She thought she could tap into now.

      It would be easier to reach him that way rather than trying to knock, hoping that a sorcerer who was willing to help her out answered the door.

      She stood in the doorway, looking at the outpost.

      If anybody were to come along, it would draw attention, but Jayna didn’t expect to be here for very long. She closed her eyes, feeling for the linking spell buried deep within her mind. It was there, giving her an awareness of Char, and she latched on to it. She pulled that awareness forward and used it to help her reach through the spell when she tugged on it.

      It felt like a string plucked between them.

      There was a time when the linking spell was little more than a nuisance, something formed when she had first gone to the Academy, before she truly understood the consequences of her actions. She had found the spell far more valuable than she had ever expected, and the longer it existed between them, the more she valued it.

      The door to the outpost came open, and Char stood there. He was dressed in his maroon robes, the same ones she’d seen him wearing through the city when he’d been assaulted. His eyes were darkened, and he looked as if he hadn’t gotten much sleep. His dark hair was disheveled, and when he smiled his loopy smile at her, she couldn’t help but smile back.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “That’s all I get?”

      “I wasn’t expecting you to visit.” He glanced over her shoulder and stepped forward, pulling the door closed behind him. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea for you to be here.”

      “Because of what happened in the city yesterday?”

      “You know?”

      “I was there. I helped two of your sorcerers before the Society could get to them—”

      “They thought someone was hurting them.”

      Jayna glowered at him. “Would I hurt sorcerers?”

      “Well . . .”

      “Char. You know better than that.”

      “I know that things are unsettled right now.”

      “I’m aware of that. That’s sort of why I’m here.”

      “Sort of?”

      Jayna shrugged. It was more than that, though she didn’t know how to even broach the topic with Char. What would he think if he were to learn the real reason for her visit?

      She had to get to it. These days, she had to have many difficult conversations, but she continued to find herself avoiding them, which did her no good.

      “Before I got caught in the riot, I planned on coming to talk to you about something I uncovered.” She remembered the dark sorcerer who had been left dead outside of the market. “Well, two things, really.”

      He frowned, his brow furrowing. “What exactly did you find?”

      “Besides more dark sorcerers in the city”—he arched a brow at her and she shook her head—“something that leads me here, of all places.” She smiled, but Char didn’t react. He knew her too well, so he must have known she was trying to placate him, to get him to fall into a false sense of security. “Fine. I’m not here only because of what happened yesterday.” It was partly that, but she needed other answers. “Part of what I’m looking into is the founding of the Sorcerers’ Society.”

      “The what?”

      “I need to know more about the founding of the Society. I figured if I came to the outpost, I could find some records that would help me learn more about it.”

      “Of course there are records here,” Char said, “but why would you need access to them?”

      “It’s a long and a complicated story, but if you would permit me to have a look at them, I should be able to—”

      “I don’t know if I can show you what you’re looking for, Jayna. I want to help you. I really do. I just . . .”

      “Char. I’m not trying to do anything here that is going to harm the Society. I’m just looking for information to help me understand what’s taking place here in Nelar.”

      That was near enough to the truth that she didn’t feel guilty lying to him about it. “And everything I’ve found leads me to question the founding of the Society. If you would help me with that, I’m sure we can find something that will provide an explanation.”

      Char leaned against the door, shaking his head slowly. “I feel like there’s something more here. You’re not telling me everything.”

      “I’m telling you everything you need to know.”

      “That’s not the same as telling me everything,” Char said.

      Jayna watched him, waiting, anticipating that he might argue with her more, but he didn’t.

      Finally, he sighed. “You can come in, but I don’t need you causing any trouble for me.”

      “When have I ever caused trouble for you?”

      “Every single time I’ve seen you since you’ve come to the city,” Char said.

      “That might be fair,” she said.

      “Might? It’s true. You’re constantly getting caught up in some dark sorcerer issue, and . . .” He looked over his shoulder, back at the building, tipping his head to the side. “And I shouldn’t even be talking about this out here. If Master Agnew finds me doing this, I don’t know what he’s going to do. He’s already concerned about my relationship with you.”

      “Relationship?” Jayna asked, arching a brow.

      “I know we don’t have a relationship,” Char said hurriedly, flushing slightly. “But he’s concerned about the fact that the two of us have been spending time together. He feels like it’s detracting from my studies. And, to be honest, he’s not wrong. The time I’ve spent working with you, and trying to understand more about your friend Eva, has been taking away from my studies. As much as I feel like I need to know what’s going on with you so I can help, I’ve also been finding myself drawn into much more dangerous things than I’d ever expected.” He shook his head. “You know I came to Nelar to learn how to heal.”

      “I know you did,” Jayna said.

      “And you know that has been difficult. Especially since the Society has been viewed with a lot more skepticism now than they had been before. People haven’t been coming here for help.”

      “Where have they been going?”

      “Ever since the attack on the manor homes, people have been going to the dular, as if they would offer them more than what we can provide.”

      “Maybe they can,” Jayna said.

      “Not you too.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I know you’ve given up your ties to the Society, but I would’ve expected you to still recognize the value of sorcery.”

      “I do,” Jayna said, “but I also recognize that the dular have a different kind of magic, which has different uses than sorcery.”

      “I’m not saying it doesn’t,” he said. “All I’m saying is . . .” Char shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m saying. Maybe nothing.”

      “Can I come in now?”

      “You don’t have somebody for me to heal this time?”

      “Nobody else is with me.”

      “That’s unusual,” he said.

      “Unusual or not, it’s the truth. I don’t have anybody with me, and I don’t intend to ask you to heal anybody, and I’m not here to cause any trouble. All I want is information. And the kind of information I’m looking for isn’t even the kind of information you need to keep hidden. Why would the Society care if someone learned about their founding?”

      Char bit his lip for a moment. “I suppose they wouldn’t. If you do find something that makes you think you need to do one of your Jayna kind of things, would you at least do me the courtesy of telling me what it is?”

      “One of my Jayna things?”

      “You know. The kind of things that lead to dark sorcerers getting attacked in the city, violence spreading, houses burning.” Char shrugged. “That sort of thing.”

      “Sure. If I do find something like that, I will make a point of letting you know that you have dark sorcerers in the city, and I’ll see if you would be so kind as to work with me to try to remove that threat.” She shook her head. “Honestly, Char. It’s almost like you don’t even care that there might be some danger here.”

      “I know there is.”

      “Do you? That’s good. I was worried that you might—”

      “It’s you.”

      Char held her gaze for a long time before spinning, pushing open the door, and motioning for her to follow.

      He guided her into a room off of the main entrance. It was in the opposite direction from the way she had gone when she had been looking for healing in the past. Rather than leading her down the narrow hallway to the left, he brought her to the right side of the outpost. The room looked to be little more than a closet, but there were hundreds of books crammed into wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling shelves, even piled up along the floor.

      “What is this?”

      “This is the library within the Nelar outpost.”

      “This is the library?”

      “It’s impressive, isn’t it?” Char asked, chuckling softly.

      “I would’ve used a different term, but sure.”

      “We’re just an outpost, Jayna. And not even a large one at that. The influence we have here has waned over time.”

      “Because of the dular,” she said.

      “Maybe,” Char agreed, then shook his head. “But it might be more than that. There are other reasons that the outpost’s importance has dwindled. It’s also partly because we’re situated so far at the edge of the kingdom.”

      “The Society doesn’t care so much about being at the edge of the kingdom,” she reminded him.

      “Not usually, but in this case, with the El’aras so close, the Society hasn’t felt a real need to push their own influence.”

      “I would’ve expected the proximity to the El’aras would only strengthen their desire to do so.”

      “I don’t think the Society wants to antagonize the El’aras,” he said.

      That didn’t sound like the Society.

      “I don’t know why. I’m not really part of those conversations,” Char said. “And to be honest, I don’t really want to be.” He shrugged. “None of it makes a difference to me. All that matters is that I continue to work as diligently as I can, and I continue to progress with my healing, and eventually . . .”

      “Go on,” Jayna said.

      “You’re only going to taunt me.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because eventually, I intend to go back to teach at the Academy.”

      Jayna smiled. “I didn’t realize you wanted that.”

      “You’ve known I always had an interest in learning. Where else can I do that but at the Academy? At least the library there is larger than what we have here.” He swept his hand around the inside of the small room. “Remember that library? Or maybe you don’t, considering how you took off from the Academy.”

      Jayna glared at him. “I remember the library. I remember sitting at one of the alcoves, the two of us studying long into the night, chasing some piece of magic that neither of us could quite perfect.”

      “And now you’re back in one of the Academy libraries.”

      “This isn’t one of the Academy libraries,” she said. “This is an outpost library.”

      “You don’t think it’s still a Society library?”

      “I don’t really know.” She looked around. The library had a faint glowing light coming up from the floor, drifting up softly, shimmering along the stones around the perimeter of the room. All of it was enchanted. It gave a warm light, bright enough to read by. “You think you can help me find what I need to?”

      “I can try,” he said, shaking his head. “I really do have things I need to be doing today.”

      “I’m not going to keep you from your assignments.”

      “You already have,” Char said and glanced at the door. “We should probably close that. I don’t want Master Agnew to realize I have you in here.”

      “What would he say if he realized you had some woman inside of the outpost?”

      “You aren’t just some woman, are you?”

      “I suppose not.”

      “You’re Jayna Aguelon, sorceress.”

      She laughed softly, closing the door and locking herself in with Char. “I’m not so much a sorceress.”

      “No. You’re something else.” Char watched her for a moment before tearing his gaze away and looking around at the books. “Now for us to figure out where we might find what you’re looking for.” He shrugged. “I can’t say what we might find here, and I can’t tell you whether there’s anything you’re looking for here, but I can help.”

      “That’s all I’m asking for,” she said.

      “You’re asking for more than that,” he said.

      “I wasn’t. But . . .” She shrugged. “If you think we might find something that would help me with other aspects of what I’m doing in the city, I wouldn’t be opposed to it.”

      “You have been opposed to it,” Char said. “I’ve tried to offer you information about your friend, but you haven’t wanted to know anything about her.”

      “That might have changed,” Jayna said softly.

      “Why?”

      Jayna forced a smile. “I don’t want to go into it now, but let’s just say that I think I’ve learned something about her.”

      Char watched her for a long moment before shaking his head. “I don’t know where we’re going to find what you’re looking for, but if it’s going to be anywhere within the outpost, it’s going to be here. Unfortunately, nothing here is organized all that well, so it’s going to take time.” He glanced over to her. “You have some time, don’t you?”

      Jayna took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Did she?

      There was something going on. Dark magic. Someone hunting sorcerers, or dark magic users. A dark sorcerer trying to instigate something in the city and get the dular agitated. The enchantments made to look like the Ashara were involved in all of it.

      And given what had happened, Jayna felt that figuring out whether the Ashara were truly involved was the most pressing need. She needed to help Eva understand herself and whether there was anything for her to be concerned about when it came to all of this.

      “I have time, but do you?”

      “For you, I always make time.”

      He held her gaze then looked away, and Jayna felt a stirring of guilt and regret mixed with a bit of longing. She wasn’t sure how to handle these emotions, or how to react to them.

      She and Char had always been friends, from the moment they had come to the Academy. They were never more than that—other than one late night where they had kissed. They had both wanted only friendship.

      But the way Char had looked at her just now . . .

      She couldn’t think about that. She didn’t have time for those sorts of emotions, not with everything that was going on around her. But every so often, she found herself casting a glance in Char’s direction, wondering what things might have been like had she found a way to remain in the Academy. They could’ve come to the outpost together. They could’ve trained together. They could have been together.

      Now, given what she had done, the way she had pursued power and the reason behind it, they would never be.

      It was one more thing dark magic had stripped from her.
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      Many of the books in the library were old, some of them impossibly so. She had to pull out each book one by one and look at the cover before shoving it back into the shelving. There was something almost cozy about the library. Maybe it was just that she was surrounded by books again, something she had not had the luxury of since leaving the Academy. Or perhaps it was just working with Char, and the reminder of what her life might have been like had she remained.

      “It would help if these were organized in some way,” Jayna said.

      The air inside of the room had grown hot and even more humid than usual; she wished the sorcerers had enchanted it in a way that would have regulated the temperature a bit more.

      That wasn’t to say that there wasn’t some sort of preservation spell placed upon the library. Knowing what she did about the library at the Academy, and the way the sorcerers protected the books there, she knew there would be something in place. She just didn’t have any way of cooling herself. There were no windows. No airflow. It was simply hot and still. Sweat streamed off her brow, and she wiped it away, turning back to Char.

      “I’m sorry our way of organizing things doesn’t satisfy you,” Char said.

      “This isn’t your way of organizing things. Not at all. This is somebody else’s.”

      “Fine. It’s not mine, but that doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

      Jayna just chuckled. “It doesn’t? I would’ve thought that a lack of organization was wrong—and that this would’ve bothered you a lot more than it seems to.”

      “I’ve learned to deal with it. I’ve learned to deal with a lot of things,” he said.

      Jayna arched a brow at him. “Would you stop?”

      “Only if you stop.”

      “I’m just telling you that I’m having a hard time trying to find anything here other than the history of Nelar.” She pushed another book back into place after having barely glanced at the cover. “Not that the history of Nelar is altogether uninteresting. Given what I’ve learned, I imagine that everything we might find here would be incredibly intriguing, but I don’t know if that’s how I want to spend my time searching.”

      “You’re looking for something on the founding of the Society. Maybe there’s something in the history of Nelar that could reveal that to you.”

      “Only if the Society was founded here,” Jayna said.

      She paused, holding on to one book. It was a little thinner than some of the others, and the lettering embossed on the cover didn’t give her any hint as to what it was. She had to pull it fully off the shelf, flip it open, and skim the contents long enough to take in what was there before she realized that it was simply an inventory of supplies found within the outpost.

      She pushed it back in irritation—one more book that seemed out of place and had no logic behind why it was here, or what purpose they had in keeping it here.

      Why not organize this section?

      “Could the Society have been founded in Nelar?”

      Char glanced over to her. Sweat streamed down his brow, though he didn’t seem to be bothered by it. Maybe he had grown accustomed to it during his time at the outpost, but he was wearing the heavy robes of the Society, much more than Jayna’s jacket and pants, and she was still hot.

      “Have you forgotten so much of what you learned at the Academy?”

      “I haven’t forgotten anything I learned there,” she said.

      “You must have. Otherwise, you would’ve remembered that the Society was founded in Yolith.”

      “That’s right,” she said.

      She paused, looking around the room. She had worked her way down one entire shelf, peeling out books and finding nothing. She had figured that the histories of the Society would be found in an older text, but she hadn’t uncovered anything so far. She worked as quickly as she could, going book by book, and the more time she spent doing so, the more she began to wonder if any of the sorcerers would have a need to come into the library and inadvertently interrupt them. If Master Agnew found her here . . .

      She would leave, but she didn’t like what effect that would have on Char.

      “You’ve obviously forgotten other material too,” he said. “We were taught that when the Society was founded, it was as a way to study the world, trying to master the inner workings of it.”

      “Yes, that’s what they tell us at the Academy,” she said.

      She looked around the library. There was a single wooden chair set into a corner, and no desk or any other place to study. It was poorly lit, though the presence of sorcery was evident everywhere, from the pale glow that suffused the room to the pressure she felt all around her and the musty odor in the air that reminded her of her time in the Academy.

      “And that doesn’t make it any less true,” Char replied.

      Jayna nodded, pushing away the soft surge of irritation she felt. These days, irritation came more quickly to her. It had to be tied to the Toral ring, the power within it and the darkness it brought, but she worried about why she would continue to feel such irritation, especially toward Char. There was be no reason for her to be upset with him.

      “You still haven’t told me what exactly you were looking for,” he said.

      Jayna pulled open the book she was looking at and flipped through the pages for a moment before setting it back on the shelf. It was another list of inventory, though this one seemed to be an inventory of enchantments. Something like that could be valuable in the right circumstances, but not right now—not when she didn’t have the time to devote to looking through it, and not when she didn’t know if there was anything else happening in the city. If she had time, then maybe she could return to the library to try to understand the enchantments and how they were tied to the founders of Nelar, the dular who had taken up positions of leadership.

      “I told you I was looking into the founders of the Society. The twelve.”

      “I don’t know if it’s only twelve who founded the Society,” he said.

      “Maybe not,” she said.

      “And you still haven’t told me why that’s important.”

      “There’s something more taking place within the city, something beyond dark magic us, but I don’t know exactly what it is.”

      “Which is not at all helpful.” Char offered a hint of a smile. “It seems to me you’re trying to force me to help you, but you aren’t giving me any sort of information nor any reason to keep being helpful.” He paused, leaning on the shelf, one hand pushing a book into it. “What did you learn? Something triggered you to come over here,” he said. “Otherwise, I doubt you would’ve bothered to come looking for my help.”

      “I would have come for your help regardless,” she whispered.

      “Maybe eventually,” he said. “But something else happened—something that has you worried.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not going to keep looking unless I know more about what it is and why you’ve been upset.”

      “I’m not upset with you.”

      “But you’re still upset.”

      Jayna needed to share with him. Maybe he could help her.

      He’d been digging into Eva, and she understood the Ashara would help her with the other part of her search. It was not just about understanding the twelve and trying to determine if they had truly founded the Sorcerers’ Society, nor was it only about trying to understand why Nelar would be the focus of magic.

      “It’s about my friend,” she said quickly.

      “I thought you wanted to wait to talk about that.”

      “Do you want me to share with you or not?”

      “Of course I do,” Char said quickly.

      She waved her hand toward the bookshelf. “Then get looking.”

      “Just like that?” Char asked.

      “Well, if you want me to talk, then you’re going to work. I’ll keep talking as long as you keep working.”

      “I see.”

      He turned his attention back to the shelf and pulled books out. He looked through each one a little bit longer than she did.

      “I really should have spent more time in here before you came,” Char said.

      “I thought you did.”

      “Not so much. I have the books I brought with me. Those have been my references along with the sorcerers here. I don’t really have time to spend in the library.”

      Jayna looked around. “I don’t think anybody has had much time to spend in the library. Looks like it’s been abandoned.”

      “It’s more likely that they have simply neglected organization over time,” Char said with a smile.

      “As I said before, it’s too bad they haven’t organized it better.”

      “And it’s too bad you haven’t started telling me about your friend.” He paused, leaning on the shelf.

      Jayna shook her head. “Eva and I met about a year ago. I found her on the roadside and offered her what help I could.”

      “None of that is new information,” Char said.

      “I’m starting there because I think it’s important for us to get on the same page, as it were,” she said, looking at the books all around her. “When I first encountered her, I thought she was injured. I told you I had attempted to heal her.”

      “You did,” Char said. “You also said you didn’t know how injured she was.”

      “I didn’t. I still don’t. I don’t know anything about Eva, other than what she has done with me in the time we’ve been together.”

      “She’s helped you though.”

      Jayna nodded quickly. “She has helped me. That’s what I keep trying to tell her, especially when she gets lost . . .”

      “What do you mean, ‘she gets lost’?”

      “I’ve been struggling with trying to help her. She has gaps in her memory. It’s amazing some of the things she does recall, some of the ways she can—”

      Char grinned at her. “You can go ahead and say it. The way she uses her magic.”

      “Fine. The way she uses her magic. I don’t really understand all of the power she has, but I know it’s different from anything I’ve ever seen before—even since I’ve left the Academy.”

      “She uses smoke and heat,” he said.

      “Something like that.”

      “It’s exactly that,” Char said. “I’ve seen the smoke, Jayna. I’ve seen the way she uses it. She can control it.” He shrugged. “I don’t know how she calls on that magic, but . . .”

      “Blood,” Jayna said softly.

      “What?”

      She nodded. “It’s her blood. She has enchantments, or something similar to them, that she uses to pierce her palms. When she does, she bleeds, and that blood drips on the ground, turns to smoke, and she controls it.”

      “She’s bleeding for her magic?” Char shook his head. “And here we used to claim in the Academy that they worked us to the bone, trying to practically kill us so we could gain control of our power.”

      “Keep working,” Jayna said.

      Char turned back to the shelf. “Sorry. It’s just . . . I haven’t heard anything like that before.”

      “I haven’t either, and I’ve seen some things since I left the Academy.”

      “I’m sure you have,” he said.

      “Stop,” she said.

      “Stop with what?”

      “With that implication. I haven’t gotten into dark magic.”

      “I’ve seen the things you do, Jayna. I’ve seen the kind of people you’re around.”

      “What you haven’t seen are the kinds of things I’ve stopped,” she said.

      “I don’t think using dark magic to stop dark magic makes it any better,” he said.

      “My brother would’ve said otherwise,” she said.

      “Really? And now all of a sudden this is about Jonathan?”

      “That’s what this has always been about,” she said.

      “And how’s that going?” Char looked over to her, pausing as he pulled a book off the shelf, scanning the cover. “How has that helped you in your search for your brother? I don’t really know all of the reasons you’ve gone after this power, but if it’s just about Jonathan—”

      “It’s not just about Jonathan. It’s about my parents and what happened to them.”

      “You mean the accident.”

      “I don’t even know if it was an accident. Not anymore.”

      “So you’ve suddenly started to believe there was some sort of dark magic attack that killed your parents.”

      “I’m doing what’s necessary to figure that out. Whether or not you believe it, I feel it’s true,” she said.

      “You feel it’s true because you want it to be true. You don’t want to believe you’re drawing on dark magic without a good reason, and you don’t want to believe you’re doing something they warned us about when we were in the Academy.”

      “They never warned us about the things I’ve seen,” Jayna said. “The things I see. They never taught us about the dangers of this power, about how seductive it could be.”

      “They did,” Char said. “You just weren’t listening.”

      “I was listening,” she insisted. “They just didn’t provide us with everything we needed in order to resist that kind of power.”

      Without the background she had from the Academy, Jayna might not have been equipped for what she had encountered, but even with that, it still hadn’t been enough. There were dangers in the world she hadn’t been trained for, and the things she had seen since leaving the Academy had opened her eyes in ways that she never would’ve imagined before.

      Perhaps that was what bothered her about what Char did, the way he seemed to refuse to look at the world, to keep his eyes open. Char was an incredibly smart man—one of the smartest she’d ever known—and she would’ve expected him to be willing to open his eyes, to see the world for what it was, and to look out and recognize the dangers that existed. She would’ve expected Char to try to understand more, especially given what Jayna had shown him.

      “You were telling me about your friend,” Char said, looking over to her, his voice soft.

      Jayna took a deep breath and pulled another book off the shelf, pushing it back in frustration after glancing at it for only a second. None of these were what she was looking for.

      This was an entire waste of time. Coming here, spending time with Char, had simply wasted her afternoon. And she still needed to keep looking.

      There was something taking place. Maybe it didn’t have to do with one of the twelve whom Ceran wanted her to look into, but whatever it was, she felt increasingly certain that it was bound to drive the Society and the dular against each other.

      And she didn’t understand how this enchantment designed to look like the Ashara was involved.

      “I was telling you about Eva,” Jayna agreed. “And I guess the key is that she’s lost part of her memory.” She shook her head. “To hear her talk about it, she says it’s like holes in her memory, or gaps, and from time to time, those gaps are filled, giving her flashes of knowledge she once had, but then they fade, disappearing in a way that leaves her uncertain.”

      “I’ve never heard of anything like that,” he said.

      “I haven’t either.”

      “No,” Char said, turning to her, crossing his arms over his chest. “I work in healing magic, Jayna, and I’ve heard of people losing their memories—there are dozens of ways that could happen. I’ve seen head injuries where people have amnesia afterwards. I’ve seen trauma where part of a person’s mind stops working. I’ve even seen magic that confounds people, stealing their will and taking some part of them away. What caused her to have this piecemeal memory?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      Char tipped his head, frowning at her. “You’ve been looking into it.”

      Jayna nodded. “I have. I wanted to see if there was anything I could do for Eva. I’ve spent time at each stop where we go researching, talking to healers and as many people as possible in order to find out something that could help her.” She just hadn’t consulted sorcerers—at least, not before Char.

      “You care about her.”

      “She’s been helpful,” Jayna said.

      “Just helpful?”

      “It’s more than that,” Jayna agreed.

      “What is it?”

      She held Char’s eyes for a long moment. “Ever since leaving the Academy, I haven’t had too many friends. She’s a friend.”

      Char turned away. “You didn’t have to leave the Academy.”

      “I did, though.”

      “You didn’t. You didn’t have to leave me.”

      “I didn’t leave you,” Jayna said. She pushed the book that she’d pulled off the shelf back into place and grabbed his wrist, forcing him to turn to look at her. “I left the Academy. Not you, Char. Had it been only about you, I would’ve stayed. You . . . you’ve been more than just a friend.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “You have. We have this link between us, this connection, and it’s bridged us.”

      “I wish it would help me understand you,” he said softly.

      “You need a linking spell to know me? You need something like that to know what’s in my heart?” She shook her head, but still hadn’t released his wrist. “You’ve known me, Char. You’ve known me ever since we first came to the Academy, and you’ve known the person I am—the person I’ve become. You’ve known me in a way that nobody else has. Do you really think I’m a dark magic user?”

      That was what it came down to. That was what bothered Char the most, and that was what Jayna had to get past. If she could find a way to help Char bridge that concern and get beyond the fear of her using some dark magic, then maybe she could finally get to him. Maybe she could even do more than that—maybe she could connect to him, get him to understand her, and she could . . .

      “No,” he said, looking away.

      “I’m not saying that some of the things I’ve done aren’t dark.” She shook her head, turning away from him and staring at the bookshelf. “The gods know there’ve been times I’ve used magic in ways we were taught not to at the Academy, but I’ve also used magic in ways I feel we needed to learn at the Academy.” She breathed out slowly. “Does that make sense?”

      “It does.”

      “And now, I’m concerned about my friend. I’m concerned that someone—or several someones—are trying to make it look like her or someone like her has been attacking.”

      “Wait. There’s somebody else like her?”

      “No, but there are enchantments that are designed to look like her magic.”

      “Why didn’t you just start with that?”

      “Because I didn’t know how,” she said.

      “You start by telling me that there’s somebody else in the city, something else with that kind of power, and then we go from there. You don’t talk around it,” Char said.

      “You were asking about my connection to Eva; I was explaining it to you.”

      He chuckled. “And now there’s another strange magical person running around the city . . . and doing what?”

      “Well, I’m not exactly sure if it’s a person or just enchantments—or if Eva is even a person.” She trailed off as she said it.

      He frowned at her. “What would she be, then?”

      “According to one of the sources I have, she might be a magical creature. Some of the stories say the Ashara are shapeshifters that can take on human form. Or they work for some creature and are empowered by them. Either way, it’s concerning.”

      “Not human, but they can take human form? Jayna, there isn’t anything like that.”

      “Just like there isn’t anything like her injury. Or her magic.” Jayna shrugged. “I can’t say I have all the answers, but I can tell you the Academy doesn’t have all the answers either—and the Society certainly doesn’t have them.”

      “I see,” Char said.

      “I’m worried for her.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “When I first came across the other one like her, I found him standing over a sorcerer.”

      Char’s eyes widened. “Jayna—”

      “Before you go too much into that, you should know he was a dark sorcerer. I could feel the magic he was drawing on, and I saw one of the markers for the Order of Norej on him.”

      And the Society might have had an opportunity to see that if the body hadn’t burned.

      “They’re all gone,” he said.

      “Not all,” she said. “I have a hard time thinking that we would have removed all of them from the city, even if we tried. The Order is still here. The Celebrants of Asymorn are still out there. And . . .”

      She didn’t want to push it too hard, but she suspected there were other dark sorcerers still in the city too. They had to be—still active and still posing a danger to them.

      “And what?”

      ““According to one of the sources I have, Eva might belong to the Ashara. They might be magical creatures. I don’t know if this other Ashara mimic is after sorcerers or dark sorcerers.”

      He frowned. “I’ve heard that name before. I know why.” He cocked his head to the side and rubbed at one of his temples for a moment. “I’ll be right back.”

      He stepped out of the library, closing the door behind him.

      While he was gone, Jayna began to sort through books, reaching for the one with the inventory of the enchantments and slipping it into her pocket. Maybe that would be useful in the future. She didn’t find anything else. Most of these really were about Nelar, trade routes, and other things that were more political in nature; they weren’t the sort of books she’d expected the Sorcerers’ Society to have: ones tied to lessons and power. None of these were spellbooks.

      But what she was looking for was a different kind of knowledge—it was an understanding—and perhaps finding out about history and politics would help her understand the founding of the Society. Maybe this would lead her to the answers she was looking for.

      She had worked about halfway down one of the shelves when she turned to the door. Char had been gone for a long time.

      He wouldn’t have left her here that long.

      And the linking spell didn’t reveal anything.

      That wasn’t surprising, but what had happened?

      He would have known she wouldn’t have wanted to stay here, not by herself, not within the Society, and certainly not when there was a potential for a greater danger.

      Something had happened to him.
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      Jayna stood in the doorway, hesitating. She wanted to go after Char, but she didn’t dare venture too deep into the outpost or she might risk running into one of the other sorcerers. The sorcery behind her continued to glow, putting off enough light to see out into the hallway, though shadows lay beyond its illumination.

      Her mind raced.

      The linking spell between them wasn’t as strong as it normally was. She knew he was here somewhere, but couldn’t track him with that old spell.

      She could use sorcery. Within the Society outpost, she wouldn’t have any reason not to, and she could attempt a tracking spell to try to find Char, but she wasn’t sure if using that kind of spell would even work here.

      That left the Toral ring.

      Drawing upon that kind of power had its disadvantages; she ran the risk of somebody within the outpost recognizing her use of the Toral power, and that was dangerous.

      She had to go find Char.

      She looked out into the hallway and saw no one there. She listened for a moment, tipping her head to the side, and didn’t hear anything either.

      “Char?” She kept her voice pitched low, little more than a hiss, carrying it on just a bit of power that she sent down the hallway.

      There was no response.

      Where would he have gone?

      She tiptoed across the hall, heading down the healing section and looking into each of the rooms. Since most of the doors were open, she could see that each room was very similar. It looked like a hospital ward, cots resting along each wall, tables with stacks of different medicinals, and a cabinet that she couldn’t see inside. Each room was a mirror of the others. The outpost was fairly boring that way, but then again, it was designed to help with healing, to help the people of Nelar, and that was the reason Char had come here in the first place. He had wanted boring. He had wanted to learn and study and practice healing, and he had wanted to be around the power of Master Agnew, to learn what he could teach.

      And now Jayna had brought him into something else, something more dangerous, something that forced him into risks he didn’t want to take.

      It was selfish of her.

      A scraping sound caught her attention and she spun.

      Jayna had reached the door at the end of the hall where Char had brought her and the others one time—the room that was meant to contain dark magic.

      The sound came from the other end, closer to the library.

      Could that be Char?

      She hurried back along the hall, and when she reached the other end of it, she found the door to the library still open. With the light inside, Jayna would’ve expected to see shadows moving, something to suggest Char’s presence, but there was nothing.

      “Char?”

      She didn’t like calling out his name, but she also didn’t like being here alone, not knowing what was taking place, feeling the energy that was around her, and questioning whether she was in any sort of danger.

      She turned, looking toward the back of the outpost.

      Her breath caught.

      Smoke.

      It shimmered across the ground, looking like layers of fog hovering there.

      Another of the Ashara enchantments.

      There were protections all around the outpost, but somehow someone had overpowered them.

      If she could figure out who was responsible, she might be able to figure out why they were using enchantments designed to look like the Ashara. Like Eva’s magic.

      It was the kind of magic she was going to need to understand, if only so she could learn how to defeat it—that was, if she couldn’t get them to work with her.

      Jayna traced a quick pattern using sorcery. In the outpost, there was no need to restrict her access to sorcery. It wouldn’t be traced back to her. A hint of wind picked up, carrying the smoke away.

      A body lay motionless in the center of the hallway.

      Char.

      Jayna darted forward, quickly wrapping Toral power around her, creating a barrier. She didn’t care whether any of the sorcerers were aware of her, didn’t care if the person who had to be some sort of Ashara dular recognized her presence; all she cared about was getting to Char.

      “Char?” She shook him, but he didn’t come around. “I need you to get up.”

      He still didn’t rouse, though she continued shaking him. She looked for breathing, terrified he was gone.

      “Come on,” she said. “I need you to get up. I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m going to need your help.”

      Char moaned.

      Whatever the Ashara dular had done to him had incapacitated him.

      Jayna had seen the Ashara dular kill sorcerers before; it was a wonder Char wasn’t killed by that power.

      She scooped him up, struggling under his weight, and used a bit of the dragon stone power to fortify herself. She staggered down the hall until she reached the healing wing, then headed into the first room. She lowered him onto the cot and touched his cheek, trying to get him to come around.

      “Char. I need your help.”

      He moaned again.

      The color had drained out of his face, leaving him pale. She pulled back his Sorcerers’ Society robes, revealing his jacket and pants beneath. No wonder he was sweating so much in the library.

      “Come on,” she said. “I need you to come around.”

      He wasn’t moving, and he wasn’t making any sound.

      Jayna had to try something else.

      She traced a symbol along his chest then pushed. There was something stirring within him. It was unusual, and it seemed to float.

      Gods. Could it be smoke from the enchantment?

      What if it was more than that?

      Enchantments shouldn’t be this powerful.

      Dular enchantments, especially, shouldn’t be powerful enough to overwhelm a sorcerer.

      What if this wasn’t just an enchantment and there truly was another Ashara?

      She quickly traced out a star at his feet, then added a circle with a triangle inside at his head. The two patterns would help her focus her power. It was basic healing magic, but it was the only thing she had. If Char had been awake, he would’ve used a much more complicated pattern, and probably wouldn’t even have needed to create the anchoring in the same way she did. But she didn’t have the same affinity for healing as Char did; she only had minimal knowledge of how to heal.

      Jayna summoned the energy up from deep within her, then she focused on the pattern she had traced on his chest.

      She pushed outward.

      It was a struggle to draw her power out, mostly because there was something within Char that she could feel fighting her. It was an energy that seemed to slither away from her as if it was trying to escape, but Jayna continue to push, letting her energy flow into Char, trying to force more and more into him.

      The patterns on either end of him helped concentrate her power, and what she had placed on his chest helped her create enough of a focus to augment her power, but it wasn’t nearly enough to help Char.

      She had to use the Toral ring.

      She had only a little bit of experience using that to help her heal. Most of the time, she had used the energy of the Toral ring for fighting, destruction, and battling dark sorcerers, though she could link its power to her sorcery.

      For Char, she needed to.

      It shouldn’t change anything. Magic didn’t have any lasting effects on anyone when used for healing. It took strength from both the healer and from those healed, and it left both weakened over time, but it didn’t change anything in the long run.

      She focused on power and drew it through the dragon stone ring, letting it flow into her, back out into the ring, then into the pattern she had placed upon Char. It was that pattern that created a surge of energy to send through Char.

      She pushed downward.

      There was nothing healing about what she did. It was merely a blast of energy she sent out, siphoning off the strange energy within Char.

      That’s what I feel. Smoke.

      It was trying to choke off his life, the same way the Ashara dular had spun smoke around her barrier, squeezing it.

      Jayna had thought that before. She knew how to overwhelm it, but it was going to take even more than what she was pushing into Char.

      “I’m going to need you to push,” she said.

      Char moaned again, but he didn’t open his eyes.

      That seemed a bad sign to her. The longer she waited, the more this magic would take hold. Jayna pushed again, trying to squeeze power down through Char, trying to force her way beyond that smoke, and she could feel it fighting against her.

      The more she pushed, the more energy squeezed up against her. Jayna pushed again, and again she squeezed, bearing down, pushing power against Char and letting it pour into him.

      She could feel the smoke writhe, like something alive. Jayna knew that if she let up, the smoke would constrict again.

      She felt the smoke starting to unravel.

      It worked slowly, gradually. The more she poured into him, drawing from the power of the dragon stone, the more she could feel the smoke starting to ease.

      It seemed that the bloodstone energy was most effective in dissipating it.

      Could she pull it into the ring?

      She pressed her ring up to his chest, then focused through it.

      Rather than trying to press power out, she attempted to pull it back.

      It was a different use, a different focus, yet it worked.

      Gradually, the smoke started to fade even more, drawing off of him and into the ring. The energy started to flow up into her hand, wrapping around the ring, then was gone. She released her hand with the dragon stone from his chest and switched to the other hand, pressing down and washing sorcery through him.

      There was no resistance, no power in him.

      Char took a deep, gasping breath, and opened his eyes for a moment. “Jayna?” he whispered weakly.

      “I’m here.”

      “What . . .”

      He collapsed back onto the cot before he could finish.

      She panicked. Jayna sent another surge of power through him, borrowing from sorcery, then used the patterns she had placed at his head and feet to test whether there was anything within him that had been altered or injured, but she didn’t find anything.

      He was simply weakened by the battle.

      She released her hand and stepped back.

      He needed time.

      And she needed to face the Ashara dular.

      If she could pull off the smoke from around her, it might give her an opportunity to attack the Ashara in a different way than she had before. She stopped at the door leading out into the hallway, listening before pulling it open. Smoke covered the entirety of the floor.

      She traced her quick pattern for the wind spell, then blasted it out.

      It took a moment, but gradually, the smoke began to clear.

      It drifted down the hall, toward the library.

      Jayna tried to direct it.

      She had proven that she could direct the smoke, that she could call it toward her, and as she pulled on it, she could feel it moving again.

      What if I called the smoke into the ring here, too, like I did with the smoke inside of Char?

      She didn’t know if it would even work, but she wanted to try. She summoned energy up through her, and sent it streaking out and down the hallway.

      She pulled.

      It was a strange sensation, a strange way of using power, but the smoke came drifting back toward her as she pulled upon it. She sucked it toward the ring and power began to flow into it, filling it.

      Jayna called more and more into it.

      It seemed as if it went into the bloodstone itself, its crystalline appearance now cloudy.

      She was holding that power, sucking it in . . . then what?

      She didn’t know if she could hold on to it indefinitely, or if it would affect her own magic.

      Maybe she could use it though?

      She reached the end of the hall near the library and turned.

      The Ashara dular stood there.

      This one was different from the one she’d faced in the street. He had dark, almost black hair and an angular face, and there was something else about him that struck her as powerful, though she wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was only her imagination, but she needed to be careful with this one.

      “You need to leave,” she said.

      He spun to her.

      She looked for signs of an enchantment, but didn’t see any of the oblong ones like those in Raollet’s shop.

      He sent a streamer of smoke out, and it started to snake around her, but she held her dragon stone ring and pulled. She could feel the energy sweeping up into the ring, and it began to bulge.

      How much power can the ring hold? There had to be a limit, and she feared if she pulled too much, she would overwhelm the ring’s ability to hold that power, which might cause the ring to explode.

      Jayna didn’t want to do that. She needed the ring and its power. And when she was facing the dular, she was going to need the energy of the bloodstone.

      She might have to pull the smoke and shift it somewhere else if it started to seem as if it was overwhelming the ring, though she had no idea where she would send it, or how.

      Power built in the hallway.

      Jayna spun, and she realized that they were no longer alone here. It wasn't Char. He was still back in the room where she’d left him. It was another sorcerer.

      She turned briefly and saw one of the sorcerers coming toward her, his maroon cloak flowing across the ground, power continuing to build.

      Across from her, the Ashara dular stood, power rising within him too.

      She was going to get pinched between the two.

      She braced for the impact of their power.

      The only thing she could do was call upon the dragon stone ring. She let its power flow into her, filling her, and as it did, she pushed it out and swept it away from her in a spiraling ring. More and more power began to spill away from her; she tried to control it, but couldn’t find any way to do so.

      She created a barrier.

      Something fell off, and it took her a moment to realize what it was.

      As she called power through the dragon stone ring, the smoke that she had filled the bloodstone with altered something. She could feel the way it was shifting the power within the ring, and she recognized that if she weren’t able to hold on to the smoke carefully, she would lose control over it.

      It continued to tremble beneath her, a shifting sort of power that struggled against her.

      She held the Toral ring away from her.

      As she did, an explosion thundered along the hallway.

      It slammed into her, sending her careening to the side of the hall, but she was protected with the dragon stone barrier around her; she wasn’t injured, though she had fallen over.

      She blasted outward, pushing with the energy of the Toral ring, creating a magic ball of power that started to spiral outward. She traced a pattern with it, using sorcery and mixing it with the power of the Toral ring, and slid her own barrier away from her, trying to stretch it out and toward the attackers. She could feel an energy squeezing upon her, could feel something in the air, some power snaking through.

      It was racing toward her and pushed against her. The power of the Ashara dular.

      Or an actual Ashara.

      Another explosion thundered and was followed by a scream, but the smoke around her made it difficult to see anything.

      Jayna focused on the Toral ring. She could feel the connection to the bloodstone within it, and she pushed power out. Strangely, the smoke compressed within the ring and the bloodstone cleared, no longer clouded. The ring itself began to grow warmer, though not hot.

      Jayna continued to focus, pulling on the smoke that swirled around her.

      She drew it into the bloodstone, dragging it off.

      When she did, she heard another scream from down the hallway.

      As the smoke around her cleared, she found a fallen form. Jayna raced over and checked the sorcerer. He wasn’t moving. She looked back, but saw nothing.

      She did what she had done with Char, pulling the smoke off of him. She didn’t know if it was going to be enough for him to recover, but it was the only thing she could think of. She started to press sorcery down into him when she heard another shout.

      She darted down the hallway, nearly stumbling over another fallen sorcerer.

      Much like the last, she pulled the smoke off of him and held it within the ring. She focused on it, compressing it, and readied for the power that was out there, but didn’t know if she was going to be strong enough to withstand the attack.

      A blast struck her, sending her skittering across the stones.

      The Ashara dular was heading toward the back of the outpost.

      She had seen several other sorcerers now, along with Char, but there was one she hadn’t seen.

      The head of the outpost.

      Agnew.
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      Jayna darted forward, continuing to call smoke off from around her. The use of magic caused a faint shimmering in the hallway.

      The power of the dragon stone combined with that of the smoke seemed to complement each other. They balanced each other enough so that she could hold the smoke within the ring. She had no idea if she were damaging it. She could use the power of the dragon stone without the bloodstone. The bloodstone offered a little bit more control and power, but it didn’t change anything for her beyond that.

      More than that, now that she understood the features of bloodstone, she wondered if she might be able to seal another ring of it around her dragon stone if she needed to.

      Those were thoughts for another time. Right now, she had to focus on getting to Master Agnew and stopping whatever attack the Ashara dular intended.

      Yet another sorcerer lay unmoving near her.

      Jayna crouched down, checking him. Unlike the others, when she tried to pull smoke out of him, there was nothing.

      She checked for his pulse, but he was already gone.

      Jayna got up and focused on pulling more smoke off from around her. There was a muted sort of quality to the air, a silence that was almost chilling. She struggled to move forward, worried about what she might encounter, but as she headed through the smoke, calling it into the ring, she continued looking everywhere around her, watching for the Ashara dular.

      He was still attacking sorcerers.

      Why had one died, but the other two had not?

      Three.

      She couldn’t ignore Char.

      Maybe she’d gotten to them in time, or maybe there was something else to it. Could it be that the Ashara dular had targeted specific sorcerers?

      She didn’t know. She couldn’t know.

      Not without capturing the Ashara dular, trying to understand what he was after and what he intended.

      She slipped along the hallway a little farther then stopped.

      The hall widened here.

      She had never been in this part of the outpost before, and though she could feel the power around her, an energy that suggested significant sorcery had been used, something else was strange about it. There were enchantments here, but it was more than that.

      She pushed out with the Toral ring, using a bit of power from it to try to detect what else was here.

      Surprisingly, there came a soft reverberation of energy.

      Dark power.

      Could it be that the Order of Norej had changed the outpost more than she had realized? Jayna had known something had happened, that there was more taking place than she knew about, but now she had to wonder if perhaps they had left some sort of permanent, persistent residual energy.

      Why would they have done that? There had to be something to it that mattered to them, some aspect of it that would grant them more power.

      Jayna didn’t have time to figure it out now. She heard a shout, an angry tone, and felt a buildup of magic coming from the end of the hall, near enough that she could practically follow it. She traced it forward, tracking through the hallway, when a double door seemed to appear out of nowhere.

      Jayna had been continuing to draw smoke off from around her, even though more and more smoke formed in its place, drifting near her. How much force did this Ashara dular need to use in their attempt to do whatever it was they were intending?

      Jayna drew upon the dragon stone augmented by the bloodstone and pushed power out from her, using a bit of wind along the hallway to try to clear it out. She continued pushing, drawing power away, and feeling that energy flowing around her.

      She stopped at the double door. This had to be where she would find Master Agnew, though why would the Ashara dular have come here?

      She stormed forward.

      Power surrounded her. She used her power and created a barrier, holding it as solidly as she could, then called the smoke into the ring.

      It came slowly, but it gradually began to dissipate, revealing the room around her.

      It was a massive chamber with a tall ceiling and a large, circular table situated in the center. A crackling hearth near one end put off a glowing heat, and it seemed to build. The Ashara dular stood near the fire, seemingly growing stronger.

      He used the heat.

      She’d been thinking this was nothing more than a dular. After the attack on Raollet’s shop, that was what she’d believed, but after seeing him standing in front of the fire—and seemingly growing more potent—she was left with only one real possibility.

      This wasn’t a dular.

      It was one of the Ashara.

      Like Eva.

      It made a certain sort of sense. Eva had always sat by the fire after she had used considerable power. Jayna had thought it was only to push back the humidity, but she realized now that Eva had used that heat and energy to restore herself, filling herself back up with the fire of the Ashara.

      Master Agnew had put the table in between him and the Ashara. He had on a long, flowing, maroon robe, and he held his hands out, twisting many complicated patterns to form power that he pushed toward the Ashara, keeping the smoke at bay.

      “You don’t need to do this,” Jayna said, keeping her attention on the Ashara.

      Master Agnew swept a quick flick of the wrist toward her, but wrapped as she was in the energy of the dragon stone ring, it bounced harmlessly off the barrier.

      Well, not quite harmlessly.

      Jayna was forced back a step, and she gritted her teeth, glaring at Master Agnew. Didn’t he know she was helping?

      It wasn’t as if Master Agnew didn’t know her. He had seen her in the city working with Char, and he knew she was only trying to help. Gods, she had helped save the city, even.

      “Sorcerer,” the Ashara snapped.

      “Yes. He is a sorcerer. I am not.”

      The Ashara didn’t turn toward her.

      Jayna needed to do something different, but she had no idea if she had enough strength to stop the Ashara. Seeing him standing in front of the fire, pulling the energy off of it as the smoke billowed behind her, she began to worry that she might not be able to pull enough smoke out of the air.

      She had to call Ceran.

      Maybe he would answer, maybe not, but she needed to try. She focused on the dragon stone and pushed through it, trying to create a pulsing of energy.

      Master Agnew looked in her direction, frowning.

      Another whipcrack of power streaked toward her from Agnew.

      Jayna braced, holding on to the energy within her, and prevented his power from striking, solidifying the barrier just in time to keep him from harming her.

      “I’m trying to help you,” she snapped at him. Turning back to the Ashara, she focused on the smoke, trying to draw some of that into her ring. “You don’t need to do this. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, and I don’t know why you’re attacking, but he’s not your enemy.”

      “Sorcerer,” the Ashara repeated.

      Jayna took a deep breath, and using the dragon stone augmented by the bloodstone, she called power to her. She summoned as much as she could, siphoning off the smoke, and squeezed it down into the ring.

      It cleared the room just a moment, but long enough for her to turn her attention to the Ashara and ignore Master Agnew. He was there, she could feel his power, but she needed to avoid him focusing on her. She had to solidify the barrier, and there might be one way for her to do it.

      She pushed outward, expanding the energy she held, squeezing it out between her and Master Agnew, and settling it in between them and the Ashara.

      The Ashara turned and sent smoke streaking toward her. Jayna absorbed it, pulling it into her.

      “No,” she said. “Whatever you’re doing isn’t going to work. I’m not trying to harm you. I just need to know. My name is Jayna Aguelon. Who are you?”

      She needed to work with him.

      Especially if he was like Eva.

      He could provide answers she didn’t have.

      The Ashara turned to her, looking at her for the first time, and there was a moment of uncertainty in his eyes. She recognized that uncertainty, as she had seen the same look in Eva’s eyes.

      “Asaran Rasolth.”

      She nodded to him. “We can work together.”

      Power began to build again, and it came from Master Agnew.

      Asaran turned his attention to him now, his dark brow furrowing, and smoke streaked outward. The smoke continued to build, swirling toward her with the same sort of violence he had used on her before. Each time he attempted to assault her with that smoke, Jayna reached for it, using the bloodstone to pull it off and tamp it down. He continued to call upon more and more power as he stood at the fire, using its heat and energy to his advantage. She had to find something to overwhelm the Ashara, though she didn’t know if there was anything more she could pull upon to do so.

      “I’m not trying to hurt you.”

      He looked past her and started toward Agnew. Jayna attempted to use power through the Toral ring, but a burst of energy struck her and she was thrown back.

      Asaran glanced in her direction, his gaze lingering on her briefly, before he turned again toward Agnew.

      He was going to harm the sorcerer.

      Jayna didn’t know Agnew very well, only what Char had told her. She’d had just a few interactions with him in the time she’d been in Nelar, but it was enough for her to know he had helped. Without him, the fires in the homes of the seven dular would have caused total destruction and burned the houses to the ground.

      She needed to help him now. Whether or not he would react poorly because she was no longer a sorcerer, she didn’t know, but she knew she had to call upon more energy. The dragon stone could help.

      Jayna tried calling on that power, but it came slowly.

      She looked down at her ring. The smoke she’d been calling into the bloodstone had filled it, giving it a murky appearance again, but the most recent attempt at drawing off the smoke had changed something. Jayna could feel that smoke had flowed into the bloodstone.

      She grabbed her pouch and found the one that the girl from the market had given her. She focused on it, triggering it, then tossed it toward Asaran.

      When the enchantment struck, it blasted, striking him and tossing him back toward the fire, but it also struck Agnew. The shock of the waves of energy slammed into both of them.

      Agnew had erected some sort of barrier around himself, though Jayna suspected it wouldn’t be enough to withstand Asaran coming toward him. Still, it wasn’t even that which troubled her. Power radiated toward the fire, toward the heat that fueled him.

      As he landed in a crumpled heap near the fire, Jayna reached into her pouch to grab another enchantment. If she could focus on Asaran, if she could use that blast and get him away from the fire . . .

      She triggered the enchantment, then tossed it, sending it near Asaran’s feet.

      She waited, but this time, the blast didn’t strike the way she had expected.

      That was odd.

      Jayna took a step forward, heading toward Asaran to see if he was going to get up, then the blast struck, tossing her back and slamming her into a wall.

      She got up slowly. Her head was ringing. She shook herself off.

      When she looked over to the fire, Asaran was gone.

      The blast should have tossed him away from the flames and the hearth, but she found nothing as she swept her gaze around the inside of the room, looking for him.

      She did notice a little bit of smoke, a tracing of energy to suggest he might have disappeared, but nothing else.

      Sorcery built, and Jayna turned to see Agnew standing, hands twisting in a complicated pattern.

      “You don’t need to do that,” she said. “I was just trying to—”

      The blast of wind started to strike.

      Jayna reached for power, calling it through the dragon stone. The energy flowed out and around her, creating a buffer against the wind. It was barely enough for her to withstand the force of Agnew’s blow.

      “You dular would dare come in here and attack me?” Agnew had a thin, creaky voice.

      She knew he was old. Even in the Academy, there were stories about Agnew and his age, mostly said in jest, but not always. He had been situated in Nelar for decades, his post one where he had felt he could offer the most help to the people and serve the Society. It was part of the reason Char had been so eager to work with Agnew, wanting the opportunity to spend that time with somebody who had such experience and knowledge. And now this ancient sorcerer was angry with Jayna.

      “I’m not a dular,” she said.

      She had to focus on the power within her, holding on to the barrier. Through the dragon stone augmented by the bloodstone, she thought she could hold out, that she could withstand any attack he might make, but using the bloodstone to draw the smoke off had weakened the ring enough that she wasn’t sure if she could. She felt a strange resistance through the ring that limited her ability to call upon its power.

      “Dular,” he sneered. “I saw what you were both trying to use on me.”

      “Both?”

      She frowned, cocking her head to the side, and regarded Agnew for a long moment. Did he really think she had been using enchantments, and that Asaran had been using an enchantment? Could he really not have known that he was an Ashara?

      He might not. Knowing what she did of the sorcerers, along with his fear of the dular . . .

      A blast of power struck her.

      This was a lance of light, pale white and streaking toward her. Jayna reacted as quickly as she could, creating a spiral of power around her and pushing downward with as much energy as she could through the dragon stone, but she couldn’t draw as much as she needed, forcing her to use a hint of sorcery. The combination created a bit more of a barrier and had thankfully secured it around her, holding steady.

      When his lance of light struck, it sizzled, then began to creep around the barrier, reminding her so much of the way Asaran had constricted around her barrier earlier.

      She pulled on power, borrowing from the dragon stone and the bloodstone. She needed that additional strength. She continued to constrict that power, sending it through the ring, forcing as much out of her as she could. The light that Agnew had forced upon her started to squeeze, twisting up and around her barrier, snaking around it no differently than Asaran had snaked around it. The energy he used was forceful and violent, and she had to find some place deep within her in order to withstand it.

      She had to fight, but she didn’t know if she had enough power. She knew she could still push though, and she had to tamp down the smoke within the bloodstone to draw more energy through the dragon stone. That would hopefully be enough to give her access to greater power once again.

      It was difficult to do so while holding on to the protection around her, but Jayna forced her attention to split, and she focused on the smoke within the bloodstone, compressing it. As she felt it starting to shift, she jammed power all the way through it.

      The combination of power finally freed her.

      Power filled her, flowing more intensely through the dragon stone once again, and barely in time.

      Agnew strode toward her, and another one of his lances of light that snaked out and around her barrier had erupted, starting at her feet, and now the two beams of light were working around her, twisting and trying to squeeze against the power she held. Agnew then sent a beam of yellow light streaking across the floor, once again starting to twist around her barrier.

      “The dular have gotten away with far too much in this city for far too long,” he said.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about. The dular haven’t—”

      Agnew didn’t give Jayna a chance to finish. Yet another beam streaked out from him.

      He was powerful, and he used blasts that were designed to overwhelm, limiting her ability to react. Jayna tried to thrash at him, struggling to fight against the energy he poured at her, but she couldn’t.

      The only thing she could do was attempt to hold out and try to increase her resistance, but even that became more of a struggle.

      He continued to force power upon her.

      She reached into her pouch. She didn’t want to fight Agnew, but at the same time, she wasn’t about to let him hurt her. She slipped out one of the concussive enchantments, activating it while she did, and it exploded.

      Agnew wrapped a shell of power around it, somehow absorbing the enchantment.

      That’s impressive.

      She’d seen sorcerers using considerable power before, but having that kind of control, being able to wrap that energy so quickly around the enchantment, especially one like that, impressed her.

      Here she thought Agnew had only been a healer. This kind of magic was far more potent than what she had expected from him.

      She had to be careful. She figured she could get past him, but doing so would involve her using the kind of power she wasn’t interested in using. She didn’t want to blast him and risk harming him. All she wanted was to keep him from further attacking her.

      And now that Asaran was gone, Jayna really had no reason to even stay here.

      Another blast streamed out from him.

      It was followed by another, then another.

      Agnew used a quick series of powerful blasts, and each one began to swirl around her feet. Jayna forced them down, holding on to the dragon stone, using the power of the bloodstone through it, and tried to penetrate the restriction that he used around her, but the energy within it was far too much. As it constricted around her, Jayna tried to force her way back, attempting to push him down, but she could not.

      He came toward her. “You will see what we do to the dular,” he sneered at her.

      Jayna looked back. She needed to get out of here.

      The doorway wasn’t very far from her, and was close enough that she thought all she had to do was back away from Agnew. She tried reaching into her pouch, but suddenly couldn’t move. She cried out.

      There had to be something she could do.

      The power that filled her wasn’t going to be enough. She struggled with it, trying to call upon the energy of the dragon stone ring, using her Toral magic, but Agnew was right there. He pressed up toward her, then he began to make a pattern around her.

      He worked quickly, especially for a man of his age, but then, this was a powerful sorcerer.

      Jayna strained against his attack. Nothing she could use was enough, not even her connection to the dragon stone.

      Agnew was there, right in front of her, and he continued to circle around her. As he did, he poured power out from him, letting it slip toward Jayna, sliding up and around her, somehow cutting her off from sorcery.

      She had no idea how he managed to do it, but he seemed to separate her from her connection to that type of magic. Activating the dragon stone ring required a connection to sorcery, and despite having the ring encircling her finger, despite the control she thought she had over it, she found she couldn’t access that magic as easily as she wanted.

      He stepped forward. “You will tell me what the dular intend.”

      “I don’t know anything. I’m not with the dular.”

      How could he not remember her helping before?

      He glared at her, a dark expression on his bearded face. “You will tell me, and then I will ensure they do not attempt this again.”
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      Jayna looked around the room. The hearth crackled with less heat than before. The desk Agnew had used to separate himself from Asaran looked askew. While she felt her power flowing, she was still cut off from her connection to sorcery, as if he had sliced through it, peeling it away from her.

      Agnew glanced over to the fire. The darkness she had seen in his eyes had faded a little bit, and continued to fade the longer she stood there, unable to escape. She suspected he was trying to peel off any bit of power from any of the enchantments that may have been around. Was that why the Toral ring no longer worked?

      Jayna never would’ve considered it quite that way before—she thought the Toral ring had a very different source of power—but maybe it was nothing more than an enchantment.

      She focused on the ring, squeezing whatever power she could muster through it, trying to force a connection to Ceran. He needed to help.

      Of course, she had tried reaching out to Ceran before, and he had done nothing to help her then. Why would he bother connecting to her now?

      Jayna cried out.

      Agnew glanced over in her direction. He moved toward her, much slower now than he had before. He must’ve been drawing upon magic to move as quickly as he had. She should have considered that. Of course, drawing upon magic to make magic . . .

      The power was all about the patterns, and there might be some benefit to using power in that way. When she had created her patterns to summon and fortify additional power, she had never tried using magic to do it more quickly.

      “I have seen you before,” Agnew said.

      Jayna licked her lips. She didn’t want to implicate Char, and she needed to get away from Agnew. She had hoped that when he let his guard down, she would find some way of slipping past whatever power he wrapped around her. “You might have. I’ve been around Nelar for a little while.”

      He glowered at her. “What do you think you were doing coming here to attack me?” He glanced over to the fire again. “And where did your accomplice go?”

      “My accomplice . . . I’m not working with anyone.” She frowned. “You have to remember me from when I helped stop the Order—”

      “I remember you with them. And now I think”—Agnew tipped his head to the side, a deep frown etched on his face—“we will use you as bait.”

      “Wait. You don’t know what you’re—”

      He flicked his wrist, creating a tight spiral with his fingers, then pointed.

      When he did, Jayna was forced to slide along the stone, out of the room. Her hands were bound at her sides by an invisible constriction of magic, keeping her from doing anything or reacting. As she was forced out of the room, Agnew came up behind her and stopped when they reached the hallway.

      “Davrum,” he said in a whisper.

      She’d almost forgotten about the sorcerer lying out in the hall.

      The smoke had lifted, though the air had a strange, almost dark quality to it. It was as if all the light that had been in the room, all of the energy that should be here, had faded, flickering out of existence, leaving nothing behind.

      “The dular will suffer for this,” Agnew said.

      Jayna doubted that anything she said would be believed. Even if she told him who she was, he was unlikely to believe her. Maybe especially then.

      After all, she had left the Academy, and that made her someone who should not be trusted.

      What she needed, instead, was to find a way to get a hold of Char.

      They had reached a staircase near the back of the outpost. Jayna hadn’t even known such a staircase was here, and he forced her down it. She couldn’t walk. Agnew’s magic bent her knees for her. For a moment, she thought she would tumble down the stairs, but he used a powerful spell to keep her lifted, gliding her down. She tilted slightly ahead, which gave her the unpleasant feeling she might fall forward, but she never did.

      Each moment that passed, she tried reaching through the dragon stone, attempting to call upon power, but while there came a faint flickering of energy, it wasn’t enough to help her escape. She couldn’t find that power, even though it had to be buried within her.

      Jayna wondered if she might manage to create sorcery if she had her hands free. At least she didn’t have to fear her sorcery getting discovered here. There was one benefit of her captivity, though that didn’t leave her feeling that pleased.

      She had to wait. She had to figure out just what Agnew wanted from her, then try to find a way to escape. The farther belowground he brought her, the harder that was going to be. Even with full access to the dragon stone, augmented as it might be with the bloodstone, there were limits to her power.

      What was more, she feared he might bring her someplace where she wouldn’t have access to any sort of power whatsoever.

      He stopped at another doorway. It reminded her far too much of Raollet’s room beneath the earth. Even the faint chill that washed over her was similar.

      Jayna looked over to Agnew, watching for a sign that might tell her what he was planning, but he remained silent.

      The door opened to a tunnel, a wide arching ceiling looming over them, and as he forced her forward to slide along the stones, she kept trying to call upon power. A wash of cold worked through her.

      Enchantments.

      More than that, they were the kind of enchantments that stripped power off of her, and would completely prevent her from reaching for any more of it.

      She was helpless.

      Jayna wouldn’t be able to get out of here.

      That thought struck home more than anything else.

      Agnew walked her to another door, and when he pulled it open, he shoved her inside before hurriedly closing the door again.

      Faint, enchanted light glowed along the floor, illuminating the inside of the room and reminding her of the library. It was empty other than her.

      The power he’d been holding around her started to ease.

      It happened slowly at first, but she soon found that she could move her hands, then her arms, and finally was freed altogether.

      But not entirely.

      Jayna was inside of a cell.

      She focused on the power within the dragon stone ring, but nothing came to her.

      What about sorcery?

      She had a feeling that she was still cut off from that as well. Whatever enchantments had been placed here were more than she could overpower, but maybe . . .

      All she needed was something small. Simple. If that worked, then she could try to expand it from there. She began slowly, sending a bit of power out from her, then adding more. She traced a pattern on the floor, a form designed to concentrate her energy, but she couldn’t—she didn’t have enough power to concentrate.

      She was distantly aware of some remaining part of her connection to sorcery, but it wasn’t enough for her to do anything with.

      She took a seat and pulled out her satchel. As she sorted through the enchantments, pulling one after another out of her satchel, she realized they had all been triggered.

      Each of her enchantments had already been spent.

      There would be no way for her to use anything in the satchel to help her escape—which meant her escape would have to come from her. For a moment, despair washed through her.

      She had to find the strength inside herself.

      She closed her eyes as she sat in place, thinking back through the lessons she’d had at the Academy. She would need them to regain control. If she still couldn’t reach sorcery here, she might not be able to reach her connection to the dragon stone either. And if she couldn’t do that . . .

      Then she was going to be stranded here until someone realized she was here. She was going to be stuck while the attack in the city persisted.

      And now the dular would be targeted because of her.

      It was bad enough with the Sorcerers’ Society and the dular at odds, but she had a feeling that the Society had never taken their attack directly to the dular in full.

      There would be fighting. War.

      Jayna didn’t want to be responsible for that.

      It was almost enough for her to think there was some power trying to coordinate it, but she was sure this was simply the anger of two factions within the city, both of which wanted power.

      Worse, her friends weren’t even going to know where she was. Eva would’ve known she had come to the outpost, and Char knew she was here, but he wouldn’t have known she was captured.

      The only one who knew of her presence was Agnew.

      She took a deep breath, working slowly and steadily, trying again to call power up through her.

      It simmered beneath the surface. There was a bit of energy there, and the longer she held on to it, the more she thought she could use it, only it didn’t come flowing to her quite as well as she thought it should.

      That energy lingered, drifting upward, yet she could do nothing with it.

      It was as if there was a cover over her access to power.

      Then there was the power within her. As she sat and focused, she could feel energy remaining there, but not enough for her to act upon.

      She remembered the first time she had been at the Academy. She had been helpless, or near enough. Not tormented, not the way she felt now, but still helpless—and terrified, mostly because of her own sense of insignificance.

      How could she not feel that way though?

      Going to the Academy had been an act of bravery, but it had been an act that had left her uncertain, as well. Her brother had been her staunchest ally up until the point she had told him she wanted to go and see what she could learn of magic.

      She hated disappointing Jonathan. Jayna remembered meeting with him, finding him sitting in a room in the upper level of their home, his friend Matthew sitting across from him. A stack of coins rested on the table, along with a sheet of paper with what appeared to be a diagram for a break-in. Jayna had seen those plans before, and understood that her brother used them to help him figure out where he would target his next attack.

      She had never feared her brother and had always respected him; she always knew he was the most skilled of anyone she had ever met. Jayna remembered clutching the acceptance letter in her hand. She hadn’t been afraid of anything else up until the point she had gone to Jonathan with the news of her decision.
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      Jonathan looked up at her, his dark eyes unreadable, his black hair, so different from her own, cut close. He looked like a soldier, and with the cloak, jacket, and pants folded neatly alongside the chair next to him, she suspected he needed to look like a soldier in order to carry out his next assignment.

      “What is it, Jayna?”

      Matthew had looked up too, watching her, and it seemed as if his eyes glittered with a spark of amusement. Had he known?

      Since then, Jayna had thought back to that day a few times, considering what she had gone through at that point, and what all of them had known.

      But she didn’t know whether Matthew had known.

      She held out the note to Jonathan, her hand trembling. She realized, though, if she were to do the same thing today, she wouldn’t tremble so much.

      “What is this?” Jonathan asked.

      “I . . . I have something.”

      Matthew chuckled and leaned back, saying nothing.

      “Well?” Jonathan said. “Get on with it.”

      “It’s an acceptance letter.”

      Finally, Jonathan took the letter from her and skimmed it, his brow starting to furrow, and she noticed more and more irritation in the way he clenched his jaw, the tension in his knuckles as he squeezed the letter.

      “I didn’t know you intended to go.”

      “I will if I can afford it.”

      He sat the letter down and looked up at her, the tension fading from his jaw, but the irritation in his eyes remaining.

      “If you can afford it?”

      She nodded slowly. “The Academy is expensive, as I’m sure you know. I’m trying to come up with a payment plan, and given the kind of work I can do after I leave the Academy, I should be able to find a backer, but—”

      “I don’t think you should leverage yourself like that,” Jonathan said.

      “You don’t?”

      “I think it would be a mistake.”

      “I’m not doing this to upset you.”

      He nodded, glancing over to Matthew before turning back to her. “I know you’re not. But at the same time, I need you.”

      “You need me.” She dropped her arms to her sides. “What about what I need?”

      Jonathan looked at her, the hardness in his gaze returning. Her brother had always been quick with a smile, easy with a joke, but in that moment, Jayna had been more afraid of him than she ever could have imagined.

      “You know that with Mother and Father gone, I need your help.”

      She swallowed. All she could do was nod. Here she had something that she had hoped her brother would understand, something that was for her, finally. Something that would allow her an opportunity to do more than she had ever done, to be something more than she had thought she could ever be. She didn’t want to follow in her brother’s footsteps, didn’t want to end up as a thief like him. Even if he was one of the most skilled thieves in the city, that wasn’t what Jayna wanted.

      “I just thought you would understand.”

      “I’m going to need you on this one,” he said, tapping the plan. “When it’s over, maybe then we can talk about how you can progress. I’m sure we can bring you along faster than I was planning.” He looked up to Matthew before turning his attention back to the page. “You know how much you’re needed here.”

      It was the first time she had gotten upset with her brother. Truly upset.

      “You don’t need me. You just want to use me. I’m unpaid, not like the others on your crew whom you have to actually split the profits with. I’m going to find a way to do this, Jonathan. Whether you like it or not.”

      She turned from him, storming away.
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      It was one of the last times she had truly talked to her brother before she had left for the Academy. He had gone off, taking whatever job that required him—maybe even for Gabranth—and she had found her benefactor.

      There was a price involved in joining the Academy.

      It was a price she had willingly paid, at least at the time. Sometimes she wondered if she had been used.

      She opened her eyes, looking around the inside of the cell.

      Strangely, thinking of her brother gave her the sense of relaxation that she needed, even though the memory was painful. She didn’t think of Jonathan like that too often these days. She mostly thought about trying to figure out what had happened to him, but she didn’t often reminisce. Now that she knew he had ties to Gabranth, it seemed she had a place to continue her search for answers, though she didn’t know if she’d be able to do that in Nelar—not until Ceran cleared her to leave.

      Even then, it might not matter.

      There were times when she actively tried not to think about Jonathan. When she did, it only made her resent him a little bit—resent the fact that he had tried to keep her for himself. She knew better than to let that feeling linger, knowing that the only reason he had wanted to keep her was to protect her, at least as far as he had claimed.

      Still, why couldn’t he have understood how important it was to her to attend the Academy? Why couldn’t he have seen that she needed more than what he could offer? Why couldn’t he understand that she wanted to be a sorcerer?

      Probably because of the way he felt about sorcerers. He wanted the enchantments a sorcerer could provide, but didn’t care for the actual sorcerer.

      She never really gave much thought to what her brother would think about her new role if and when she ever found him. She believed she would eventually locate Jonathan, and when she did, when they were reunited, he would appreciate everything she went through in order to find him.

      She looked around the cell. She needed to get out of here, but the connection she had to sorcery wasn’t strong enough. Tracing a few of her familiar spells—blade of light, the starburst, even magic ball—had failed. No spells took hold.

      Without sorcery or her Toral power, she was trapped.

      But what if there was some other way of escaping?

      She got to her feet. She couldn’t simply give up, and she wouldn’t. As she made a steady circuit around the inside of the cell, she looked at the stone walls, surveying the enchantments placed upon them. There was power here, of that she had no doubt, and though she couldn’t see the actual enchantments that restricted her from accessing magic, she could feel them.

      Awareness might give her a way of resisting their effect.

      She traced her hands along the cool, slightly damp walls. The humidity in the air was not quite as pronounced down in the lower level as it was in other places, but there was still a heaviness to the air, and Jayna struggled with each breath she took.

      After her circuit around the cell, she stopped back in the center, looking around for any other way out. She tested stone, pushing on it, thinking maybe there would be a pattern in the stones themselves that would offer her a way to freedom, but nothing tripped. The bars were too stout, the stone too secure. Her only way out would have to be the door.

      She had to find a way to tap into the dragon stone. This place was designed to stop sorcery—not Toral power. Even if sorcery helped access the power of the Toral ring, it wasn’t required. Even more, she had the bloodstone to augment the connection between the ring and the power Ceran granted.

      When he had first gifted her the ring, there had been a surge of cold as it had bonded to her. She was able to take the ring on and off, and it didn’t sever the bond, so either the bond remained within her, connecting her to Ceran, or Master Agnew was powerful enough to sever a connection between a Toral and Sul’toral.

      She didn’t think that was the case, so the bond still had to be there.

      But there were ways to diminish Toral power. She had seen it herself with Gabranth during the festival. Maybe there was something like that happening here.

      But it wouldn’t have taken the Toral power from her completely.

      The energy was within her. She could feel it, but couldn’t grasp it even if the bond was still there. Jayna focused her breathing. She didn’t have any way of tapping into her power, and though she had tried to call out to Ceran, he had not responded to her yet again. She had no enchantments. Everything in her satchel had been triggered by Agnew, as if he had known they were there.

      She took a seat and lost track of time. Hopelessness began to build within her.

      There was too much taking place in the city for her to be trapped.

      The others in the city might not want to admit they needed her, but they did need her. She had seen it. She needed to keep the dular and the Sorcerers’ Society from attacking each other, and if she didn’t manage to escape, there would be more attacks, more deaths. Then there was whatever was taking place with the Ashara.

      She remained motionless, trying to think through different possibilities for escape.

      She couldn’t feel anything within herself.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      The only thing she felt was a strange vibration around her—no, it was in her pocket, of all things.

      She reached inside and pulled out a coin.

      Topher’s coin.

      She looked at it.

      The coin wasn’t spent, not the way the other enchantments had been.

      How was that even possible?

      She didn’t understand how Topher had placed power into his enchantment, only that he had managed to bridge it to himself in some way. If she could use it . . .

      If she could use it, then she might be able to find some way to cross the distance between her and Topher with the power held within the coin. She might be able to reach him.

      If nothing else, she could let him know she was still alive.

      Jayna traced her fingers along the pattern on the coin, squeezing it between her hands. She closed her eyes, trying to reach for him as the coin continued to vibrate, but regardless of how long she sat there, there was no response.

      She was still trapped.
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      Jayna drifted, dreams of her brother coming back to her, though in these dreams there was a dark energy surrounding him, closing in on him, starting to prey upon him. It seemed as if somebody stalked him, and nothing Jayna said mattered. Despite how much she cried out to him, he remained ignorant of the power around him. There was nothing she could do to get to him.

      She woke, shivering, cold for the first time that she could remember while living in Nelar. The air within the cell had gotten much colder.

      Jayna got to her feet, looking around her.

      It was an unusual enchantment to turn the air cool like that, and more than that, it made it unpleasant for her. She still felt the vibration from the coin, and Jayna squeezed it again, still wondering if there might be some way for her to reach across the distance, to focus her power and contact Topher, though any awareness she might have of him seemed to be too difficult for her to reach. She had to remove whatever barricade this cell placed around her to tap into her Toral power. It was there. They hadn’t taken it from her. She would’ve known if they had.

      The coin was the key. Unlike other enchantments, this one was still active.

      Not only that, but the entire cell was enchanted in a certain way. She could use its power, as she could feel it flowing through her; she just had to gain a hold of it.

      She squeezed on the coin again.

      How could she reach him?

      Somehow, she needed to link to the enchantment within the coin.

      Though she couldn’t perform much magic of her own at this point, perhaps a linking spell would work, as it barely required any. It had also been the very first use of magic she had uncovered at the Academy. Why couldn’t she use it now? The magic of the spell was straightforward. It was just a matter of pulling across a distance.

      But what about her connection to Char? Might she be able to use that to get his attention?

      The sense of him had changed.

      It had been subtle at first, but gradually got to the point that she could feel his presence in the back of her mind again, though much fainter than she was accustomed to. The shift within that linking spell had been so slow that she hadn’t even considered it.

      Could he know she was here?

      It was so faint that it was like pulling on a thin filament in the back of her mind.

      She worried that she’d sever the link if she pulled too hard.

      She closed her eyes and focused on the linking spell, then plucked at it gently, trying to get his attention. There was no response.

      She tried again—but again, no real response.

      There had to be some way for her to tap into that connection and find a way to reach through the distance. It was almost like the barrier that had been placed over her access to magic also somehow prevented her from reaching him.

      Topher’s coin still vibrated and she turned her attention back to it, squeezing it and feeling for its energy within. If Topher could reach for her across the distance, then maybe she could reach him.

      That was what she had to focus on now: linking to the coin.

      Jayna had given up trying to use her own magic, but dular power was different. She had known that. The magic required to create enchantments was different from what sorcerers used. What if she could somehow use the power within the enchantment for herself?

      She focused on the coin and it vibrated. She had to find a way to draw from Topher’s power inside of it.

      She could feel it. It wasn’t nearly as much energy as she would normally draw upon, but there was something there. Now she just had to use it.

      It was as if she were borrowing some distant source of magic. It came across that distance, through the connection she shared with the coin, though faintly.

      Jayna attempted to create a spell, but it didn’t react the way she needed it to. She didn’t have enough power.

      But maybe she could try something else.

      Jayna thought perhaps she could use the coin to help her tap into the dragon stone energy, but nothing changed when she attempted to draw through the stone.

      That wasn’t going to work.

      Help.

      That was what she needed.

      Why did she need to try to do this on her own?

      She only needed to use the power within the coin and try to communicate through it. There was enough power for that, she thought.

      She closed her eyes, thinking about the linking spell she shared with Char. Could she draw the power from the coin and use that to tap into her connection with him? Even if she could, would there be anything he would do?

      Probably not.

      He wasn’t going to take action against Master Agnew.

      He might not even believe she was here.

      Jayna didn’t know if would be able to reach him, and even if she did, she didn’t know if it would make any difference. She needed to find a different kind of help—and the kind of help she thought she needed was the kind that had attacked the outpost before.

      Ashara. Which meant getting Eva.

      She didn’t understand why this enchantment was still active when the others were not, but it connected her to Topher.

      She focused. If this subtle, simple pattern worked, she would only need to pour a hint of power into it to create enough of a linking spell to reach across the distance and get Topher’s attention.

      She pushed power into the coin.

      It involved layering an enchantment over an enchantment.

      Jayna had no idea if such a thing was possible, but she remembered the shield she had seen in Telluminder’s shop, and if there were layered enchantments on that, then why couldn’t she do something similar?

      There was no reason she couldn’t.

      No reason she shouldn’t.

      Jayna focused, letting power flow into the coin.

      All she needed now was a way to tap into the enchantment.

      She relaxed.

      The linking spell took hold and the vibration stopped. Jayna hesitated, still squeezing on the coin. She worried she had changed something within it that might take away her ability to use it to communicate with Topher, but then the vibration shifted to a different frequency—a fluctuating buzzing that she could hear.

      “Topher?”

      There was no response.

      Jayna tried something else.

      The coin was vibrating to her, trying to communicate. She needed to create a buzzing within the coin, something that would vibrate and allow her to respond to Topher.

      She pushed through the coin and the buzzing shifted.

      She pushed again, this time being intentional about how she did it, and focused on his name, tracking that through her power.

      “Topher,” she said, adding that into the spell and trying to communicate to him.

      “Jayna?” His voice came strangely. It seemed to fill her mind, as if he were coming up through the coin, before reaching her ears. “How is this possible?”

      “I don’t have time, Topher.” She tried to make sure she maintained the connection, but now that she had formed the linking to the enchantment, she still had power. “Your enchantment works. It’s incredible. I need your help. Actually, I need Eva’s help.”

      “Why? Why didn’t you just come back—”

      “Topher. I need you to send Eva to the outpost. I’m trapped in a cell beneath the outpost. She can find it, but she’s going to have to get Char to help.”

      Jayna had no idea if Char would even help, but if he refused . . .

      She had no doubt that Eva would fight her way through.

      “I’m asking her now. She’s not sure she wants to.”

      “Tell her that it was not just an enchantment. There is another Ashara.”

      There was silence for a moment, then another vibration came. “What’s an Ashara?”

      “Is that your question or hers?”

      “That’s mine. Eva got up and disappeared. I don’t know where she went.”

      “Did she leave?”

      “I can’t tell. She’s been drinking. I tried to tell her not to, especially when you didn’t come back after leaving, but . . .”

      Jayna squeezed on the coin. If Eva had been drinking, there might not be much she could do, though at the same time, she had seen Eva survive drinking incredible amounts and still come around much better than Jayna would’ve been able to do if she had been the one drinking. “If she’s still there, tell her that she needs to go to the lower level. That’s where I’m trapped. My magic doesn’t work here.”

      “Your magic? But you’re a powerful sorcerer. And whatever else you are.”

      The vibration within the coin was starting to fade.

      “Something’s happening,” Topher said.

      Jayna squeezed on the coin. She needed it, needed the communication, but she also needed the connection she had within the coin to access her magic.

      “We don’t have much time left, Topher. Enchantments have a limited lifespan before they’re spent. I’m going to need you to go silent. I’m going to need to borrow the power that remains in this.”

      “Be safe,” he said.

      With that, he faded, though she could still feel a vibration within the coin.

      The connection was still there, the power she needed, and she tapped into it. As she called that energy across from him, she could feel something, though the longer she held on to it, the more she began to wonder if she’d be able to keep hold of it. It might fade completely.

      Jayna tried drawing on more energy, but the linking spell—and the enchantment—began to fade. She had one last thing she could attempt.

      She focused on Char.

      She could feel the energy from the linking spell she shared with him deep within her mind, and with the residual power that remained with the connection she shared with Topher, she plucked on it. She did it differently than she had before, and instead plucked it in the same way she had when she created a vibration within the coin. She tried to use the spell in a way that incorporated a clearer sense of communication.

      “I need your help, Char,” she sent.

      The linking spell with Char was the most solid piece of magic she had, and she didn’t even know if it was possible for her to have that severed. She also didn’t know if it was possible to communicate through it. If it were, then she would have done it before. Of course, she had never had the need before. But now there was desperation within her.

      “I need your help, Char,” she repeated.

      Each time she said it, she tried to slide more power toward him along that connection, but there was no response. In fact, it felt as if his connection to her grew fainter.

      Her connection to power was getting weaker.

      The energy she drew through the spell Topher had left for her was fading.

      She needed to use everything she could one more time, blast it through, and maybe . . .

      Maybe she could get Char’s attention.

      Jayna harnessed the last of the energy within the coin. The vibration eased before falling completely still.

      She held that power within her, then she sent one last cry.

      “I need your help, Char.”

      After that, the power was gone.

      Now that it had faded, she no longer knew if she would find a way out. She no longer knew if it was even possible. She sat in the cell, looking around.

      Topher and Eva would know she was trapped, but could they reach her? She had no idea if Char knew anything about what happened, and didn’t know if her attempt to call to him had even worked, but even if it did, would he come to her?

      Could he?

      Trapped as she was in this place designed to hold sorcerers, she couldn’t help but feel as if something else was happening, beyond what she had ever understood. She couldn’t help but feel as if the answers to the questions she’d had since working with Ceran were right there at the edge of her understanding. All she had to do was find that knowledge. But she didn’t know how. It was there, but she had no answers.

      She sat back, staring at the door, twisting the dragon stone ring, trying to tap into power, trying to summon Ceran, trying everything she knew how to do and failing.

      It was the first time in a long time that she’d been powerless.

      Completely powerless.

      Worse, she was powerless in a place that she shouldn’t be powerless—a place where she should be connected to her sorcery, a place that should be safe for her.

      The longer she was here, the more likely it was that the dular and the Sorcerers’ Society would face each other, and the more likely a battle would wage that she could do nothing about. If that happened, she had a feeling the darkness would win.
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      Jayna drifted again, and she jolted awake to hear a strange thumping. Her heart hammered, and she wondered if maybe that was the thumping she had heard, but as her heart slowed, the hammering did not.

      It was distant—a steady pounding sound.

      She got to her feet. The air was even colder than it had been before, cold enough that she started to wonder if something about these enchantments was designed to suck her lifeforce, take her energy away, and keep her from responding in some way. But would that even be possible?

      There had still been no response from Char.

      The longer she was down here, the less likely she thought Char would find her. He might have heard her plea for help, or maybe he hadn’t. She didn’t know if he could reach her across the distance that way, but even if he could hear her, would he know what it meant? Would he know to come looking for her?

      The thumping persisted.

      Jayna attempted to reach for power through the Toral ring again, knowing that if she could find a way to tap into that energy, then she might be able to call upon something more, something that had been separated from her. But each time she tried, she found it faded, faint.

      She turned in place.

      How long had she been trapped here?

      It may have only been a few hours, but she’d drifted off, sleeping from time to time, which made her wonder if perhaps it had been longer than that. What if she’d been here for days?

      The outpost and the sorcerers within, primarily Master Agnew, believed the dular had attacked. She suspected the Society would continue to press the dular, and would likely attack them because they felt threatened.

      The thumping built up deep within her, a pressure that felt like it was coming from outside her cell. It was a buildup of energy, a staunch power that continued to beat against her, a steadiness and a constant rhythm. It wasn’t coming from her heartbeat, but it did seem to tap into some distant and deep part of her.

      For a moment, Jayna thought maybe it came from the Toral ring, but she couldn’t feel any reverberation within it, even as she focused on it. Maybe that wasn’t it at all. She didn’t know what it was, nor how she would respond.

      But she had to respond in some way.

      Escape.

      She closed her eyes, thinking about that drumbeat thump. The pounding came from within her mind.

      It took her a moment to realize what it was: the linking spell. The thumping came steadily upon it.

      Char.

      He is trying to reach me.

      Getting to that connection, that source of power, meant she might be able to tap into something else. She had seen how the linking had worked before, and how it had gifted her the ability to tap into magic through Topher’s enchantment. If she could use it like that, maybe she could access the magic she needed.

      Jayna focused on the tapping and latched on to it.

      There was nothing else she could even try to do. She pulled the linking toward her.

      Gradually, a sense of power came to her—it flowed slowly, as if through mud, a resistance that worked against her, but she pulled on it still.

      She could feel energy building within her, and she could use it. It was more than what Topher had been able to give her, but then again, Topher had tapped into an enchantment, and she was linked to Char through more of a spell, the power of a sorcerer.

      The power of two sorcerers.

      As the power continued to build within her, and as she recognized that energy, she focused and attempted to push it out.

      She needed to wrap it around the cell.

      She created a focusing pattern, as simple as a circle.

      She concentrated power through the circle, then harnessed the energy that came through the strange linking spell that bound her and Char and tried something different.

      She tried tapping into the Toral ring.

      There was a different sort of power there—faint, but much like the tapping, that faint energy that came across the linking spell, all she needed was to trigger it. No different than she would need to trigger an enchantment.

      There.

      The Toral ring began to bloom with power, the energy of the bloodstone within it. That energy started to expand and smoke started to drift outward.

      That’s new.

      It was the stored smoke within the Toral ring, within the bloodstone, and the combination caused it to push outward, expanding against her. She tried to fight against it, but couldn’t.

      Jayna was tempted to call that energy back to her, to pull the smoke back, but there was no point. Why should she need to summon the smoke back to her when she could release it? It was a niggling thought in the back of her mind, but it triggered something deeper within her.

      The smoke continued to flow out of the bloodstone, a cloud of it, and it drifted away from her, out of the circle she held, and started to float into the walls.

      Strangely, the temperature in the room began to rise.

      The heat began to build within her. It was as if releasing that energy from the bloodstone released something within the room—and it released something within her.

      Jayna pushed.

      Standing in that circle of power, she found that pushing that out was far easier than anything she had tried before. She could feel that energy sliding away from her, could feel the way it worked.

      The smoke drifted into the walls, then it stuck.

      The walls began to take on more of the smoke. It continued to siphon out of the bloodstone, far more smoke than she would’ve expected, filling the entirety of the cell. The cell itself was not that large, certainly not large enough to contain this much smoke, and if the walls hadn’t absorbed it, it would have overpowered her.

      But the area around her started to clear.

      Strangely, the more that smoke poured out of her, the more that the room started to fill with it, the layer of smoke taking over the walls, the more she began to feel power filling her.

      She was tamping down the enchantments in the walls.

      Not destroying them, but neutralizing them.

      Was it her controlling that—or the smoke?

      She squeezed power out, pushing against the walls around her. The smoke continued drifting out of the ring, flowing in a cloud, and as it billowed outward, now it seemed as if she truly was directing it. She forced more of it into the walls.

      Suddenly, the wave of cold dissipated and a warmth flooded through her.

      Power filled her.

      She could use the energy of the dragon stone. She could feel her connection to sorcery returning.

      Jayna stormed forward, reaching the door, and she pressed her dragon stone ring against it, pushing out with a blast of uncontrolled power and forcing it open. She stepped out, then felt the wave of cold attempt to wash over her again.

      She dragged the smoke forward.

      It was a strange thing to have some control over, but that control came from the bloodstone that surrounded the dragon stone, almost as if the combination of the two were meant to control some of that smoke. She would have to think about what that meant later, why that power would allow her to control the Ashara power, but for now she pushed the smoke out and around in a barrier that sealed off this wall as well. It neutralized the enchantments here, preventing them from pressing upon her.

      Her power had returned.

      She reached the door that led to the stairs.

      Much like the last one, she could feel something within the door, some energy designed to prevent her from getting out, but she needed to escape. The smoke surrounding her, left her knowing she could get free of this.

      Jayna created a small spiraling pattern around the doorway.

      It was a tight circle, one she could concentrate her sorcery through, but rather than tapping into sorcery, she tapped into the Toral ring. There was no sense in holding back at this point. She was angry, and the more power she drew through the dragon stone ring, the angrier she got.

      Agnew thought to hold her here?

      She hadn’t attacked him. She had only attempted to save him. To help him. Had she not intervened . . . the Ashara would have harmed him. Killed him.

      The same way he had attempted to kill the other sorcerers.

      Had she not intervened with them, with Char, they would’ve died, no differently than the dark sorcerer had died out in the city.

      Jayna started up the stairs.

      Rage filled her.

      She was tired of everything that had happened, tired of the way she had been used, and abused, and she was frustrated that Ceran hadn’t even bothered to help her. She was angry she couldn’t get through this on her own, but then . . .

      She had succeeded. She had freed herself. It was through her actions that she had escaped from the cell. Now she wanted nothing more than to get up to the outpost, reach Agnew, and . . .

      Jayna paused on the stairs.

      Smoke drifted down the stairs toward her.

      Could it be another Ashara?

      She doubted that Asaran would come back, but maybe he had. Maybe since he hadn’t succeeded the last time, since Jayna had intervened and prevented him from completing his attack, he might have decided to return. She had no idea how long she’d been trapped in the cell, no idea of anything other than her anger and the frustration that continued to fill her. Nothing other than a desire to get out.

      Jayna had to tamp that down. She used the bloodstone surrounding the dragon stone and pulled the smoke from the stairs into it.

      If she could learn how to replicate it again, she wouldn’t be held once more. At least now she knew there was some trick to escaping if they attempted to hold her. She had not known there was any remaining smoke contained within the ring that could be used.

      And knowing that gave her more confidence.

      The smoke trailed into the ring, siphoning into her bloodstone, but the smoke felt different from when she’d done it before.

      Maybe that difference was just an enchantment, much like the one that had been used in the attack on Raollet, though she didn’t know—she didn’t even care. She continued to pull the smoke into the ring and started up the stairs again. When she’d reached the door at the top, she pressed her hand against it, preparing a pattern to blast into it, when she decided to test whether it would open.

      And it did.

      She stood in the doorway, looking out at the outpost, and focused. She had to press down the frustration rising within her. It seemed to come each time she borrowed from the energy of the Toral ring, as if it were somehow influencing her more and more. Jayna had to be careful, knowing that the more she allowed it to influence her, the more likely she was to tap into dark energy.

      Jayna stepped forward, noticing the smoke still trailing around the inside of the outpost, and looked along the hallway to see if anyone was there.

      There was no one, nothing.

      She didn’t feel any signs of sorcery, though Jayna didn’t know if she even would here. This place was filled with the sense of sorcery, but it also masked that energy. There was something in the walls themselves that kept anyone outside of the Society from knowing the actions of those inside.

      Jayna started down the hall.

      She reached the wide double door leading into Agnew’s room and glanced toward it, but she decided there was no point in going after him.

      She had expected he would have detected something. She thought he would’ve realized she was free.

      Could he not know?

      Jayna continue to call on the power within the Toral ring, ready for an attack that didn’t come. She reached the main hall. The walls were bare, simple stone, but there was something about the area that struck her as strange. The Toral ring constricted, squeezing around her finger, and she wondered why. Then she remembered what she had gone through in this place before, what had been through here before.

      Dark magic.

      That was what she detected. There were dark magic users, which meant there might still be dark magic around here.

      Jayna turned in place, still focusing on that power, still thinking about the energy there, and she began to look for any signs that the Order of Norej might have left within the Academy, but she didn’t see anything.

      Could she feel it?

      Jayna stopped in the hallway.

      Where are the sorcerers?

      There was no sign of them, no sign of anything here—nothing other than the energy she felt around her.

      Jayna reached the library where she had researched with Char, but it was closed. She pushed open the door and found it unoccupied. She still had the book she’d taken off the shelf, and remained surprised that Agnew hadn’t bothered to search her, other than activating all of the enchantments she had.

      Not only that, but he had known how to activate all of them. That suggested a level of skill and power that she hadn’t even contemplated before.

      Could he do that with any of the dular?

      She headed down the hall where the healing rooms were located but found them empty, then she stopped at the door at the end.

      Smoke drifted out.

      She had seen some smoke in this building. Little traces of smoke drifted from underneath the door. Something was here.

      She tested the door, but it wouldn’t open.

      There had been a particular spell Char used on the door to open it, but Jayna didn’t have any way of knowing how to do that. She pressed the Toral ring up against it and pushed a pulse of power through the ring, then it opened with a loud crack.

      Smoke billowed out at her.

      She reacted, stepping back, pulling the smoke into the bloodstone.

      Something streaked toward her.

      Jayna ducked, dropping down and kicking upward, then rolled off to the side. She held the ring out, trying to react, but didn’t know what was there.

      Some energy had attacked her—and there was something familiar about it.

      As the smoke began to clear, a figure stood in the middle of it.

      “Eva?”

      Eva blinked, squeezing her hands into fists. Blood streamed down from them, dripping onto the stones and turning into the smoke that trailed off and into Jayna’s ring.

      “What are you doing here?” Jayna asked.

      “Topher said you sent word.”

      “How did you end up . . . The Society. They trapped you here.”

      “I was too brazen when I came,” Eva said, leaving Jayna surprised at the admission. “I stormed in, trying to use my power, and hadn’t expected them to be able to hold me.”

      “Who?”

      “The old one.”

      “That would be Master Agnew,” Jayna said.

      “I wouldn’t have expected a sorcerer to be able to hold me so easily.”

      “He’s gifted. Char has said that.”

      Eva’s expression darkened for a moment and she nodded behind her.

      “I thought they had you in this room. This was where the dark power was held the last time.”

      “It was, but there’s a cell somewhere deep beneath the ground. I thought Topher had told you.”

      “The information you shared was garbled,” Eva said.

      Jayna looked along the hall. “Where is everybody?”

      “I don’t know. They captured me and didn’t return.”

      “How long have you been captured?” She needed to have a sense of how long she had been captured.

      “Not long.”

      That was the smoke she had detected. That was what she had felt coming down the stairs. That wasn’t the thudding though.

      She closed her eyes, focusing on the linking spell between her and Char. She could still feel that energy beneath the surface of her mind; it was distant and faded, but she could reach for it.

      Char wasn’t here.

      “Thank you for coming,” Jayna said.

      “How did you learn to do that?” Eva asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Take in the smoke.”

      “I don’t really know. I started doing it when I faced the other Ashara. Topher told you about that, I hope. It wasn’t just somebody using Ashara-like enchantments. This was an actual Ashara, and it was different from the enchantments that we faced—or I faced—in Raollet’s shop. They had power like . . .” She looked up at Eva, not sure how to go on, but she needed to say it. “Like you.”

      Eva nodded slowly, remaining silent.

      “I don’t really know what to make of him, other than the fact that he has considerable power, and I struggled to stop him.”

      “He came here?”

      “He did. He attacked Char. I tried to help him by drawing off the smoke.” She shook her head. “And he attacked other sorcerers too.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t really know.”

      It didn’t fit with the stories Raollet had shared with her about the Ashara. They were supposedly natural enemies to the El’aras, but not to the Society—unless the Society had done something to them, or to this one particular Ashara.

      Jayna didn’t know, and that still didn’t explain the reason behind the enchantments either.

      There had to be something more to it.

      “Let’s get moving. I don’t want to be here when the sorcerers return,” Jayna said.

      “You should know that something has changed in the time you’ve been gone.”

      “How long have I been gone?”

      “The better part of two days,” Eva said.

      Could it really have been that long?

      From the rumbling of her stomach, she realized it might’ve been. She had been trapped, fading in and out, then waking, frustration filling her. Two days without any food or drink. Two days that the sorcerers had abandoned her.

      Two days that they had waited for her to die.

      Agnew wasn’t going to come back for me.

      He thought she was dular, but even then, could he really have been willing to let her just languish there? Could he have been willing to let her die?

      She needed to talk to Char.

      “What’s been going on?”

      They started along the hallway, and Jayna paused, looking into each of the rooms, but they were empty. The sense of Char was still distant and faded, but near enough now that she wondered if he might still be here.

      “The sorcerers have begun their attack.”

      Jayna spun, looking at her. “They’ve done what?”

      Eva nodded slowly. “They have begun their attack on the dular.”
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      It was later than she’d expected, darkness having fallen by the time they stepped out of the outpost. The street outside was quiet, though it was almost an eerie sort of quiet, a calm that she didn’t know whether or not to believe. There was a strange sort of energy to it, suggesting that what she detected was not real. Distantly, she could feel the same sort of heaviness she had felt before, the thudding deep within her, and she realized why.

      Char was trying to get her attention.

      He wasn’t too far from her.

      “Char is trying to call me,” she said. “He knows this is wrong. He’s trying to intervene, but he’s not able to.”

      “He’s a part of this. I’ve seen him with them.”

      Jayna closed her eyes, squeezing them tightly, and she wondered if that was really the case. From what she could tell and feel, Char did not want to attack the dular.

      “We need to find him.”

      “No, we need to get moving.”

      Eva grabbed her arm and smoke trailed around her hand, drifting up and along Jayna’s arm, pressing down into her as if to constrict her. It wasn’t something Eva did intentionally, at least not that Jayna could tell, but there was something distinct about the power she used, something strange and unpleasant in the way she constricted her energy upon Jayna.

      “You need to stop,” Jayna said.

      “Stop what?”

      “Whatever you’re doing to me. Stop. It hurts.”

      Eva released her and the smoke trailed away. “I’m sorry. Ever since . . .” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      It was dark—there was no moonlight and no lights in the street at all, though there was an energy in the air.

      Every so often, she heard a different sound, distinct from what she felt within her, and she realized with a start that it came from explosions thundering around the street.

      There was power building all around them, the kind of power that could be unleashed upon the city—the kind of power that meant something dangerous.

      “We need to know more about this Ashara,” Jayna said.

      “We do not.”

      Jayna turned to Eva. “I understand you’re concerned about this, and you don’t want to get caught up in it, but I know something’s going on. I don’t know what it is exactly, but I feel like it involves this Ashara and whatever power they possess.”

      “You know what kind of power they possess,” Eva said softly.

      “Those are just stories. We don’t know what kind of power they really have. We know what you can do—”

      “You think you know,” Eva said softly.

      Jayna watched her friend. Eva needed reassurance, but Jayna wasn’t sure what she could say to give her that. “You don’t have to worry about me reacting in some way.”

      “I don’t.”

      Jayna paused. “Is it what you might do?”

      Eva nodded slowly. “I don’t know what will happen.”

      “You don’t know because you won’t look for those answers.”

      Now wasn’t the time to have this conversation, but she had a feeling that Eva needed to. Perhaps they both did. They needed to work through what was going on and deal with the Ashara so they could be ready for whatever else might happen.

      And something more was going to happen.

      “You can’t keep running from who you are—from what you are,” Jayna continued.

      “What if what I am is not what I want to be?”

      “You get to choose what you get to be.”

      As she said it, Jayna realized something. She’d been fearing the same thing as Eva all this time. She was worried about the Toral ring and the darkness within it, fearing the energy there and what it might do to her or how it might change her, but maybe that was a mistake.

      How could it change her if she refused its influence? She might be able to embrace that dark energy, but that didn’t mean she would become it.

      She could use the darkness but not become like those she’d chased.

      More than that, even as she’d had to call upon it, she’d known it was dark, and she hadn’t allowed it to seduce her.

      She got to choose.

      “Come on,” she urged, dragging Eva through the streets. “We need to go see Raollet again.”

      Eva wasn’t fighting, but if she had, Jayna wondered if she’d have to force her to come.

      Now that she knew how to pull smoke into the dragon stone and bloodstone ring, she might be able to force Eva.

      No. She wasn’t going to think like that. She had no reason to force Eva to do anything. Eva was her friend, and though she might not know exactly who or what she was, and though her kind might be willing to attack in the city for whatever reason, trying to regain control of it, Jayna wasn’t about to hold that against her.

      “We need to know more about the Ashara and why they might have come here. And we need to know why this is all tied to the Society and the dular now battling. But first, I need food. Water,” Jayna continued.

      Eva looked over and nodded.

      They found a street vendor and purchased meat and ale, downing it quietly before they both ran through the streets. She was surprised there were any vendors out, but given that they were on the outskirts of the city, closer to the outpost, perhaps they were not quite influenced by the growing war in the city. Or maybe they didn’t care.

      Jayna was hungry, thirsty, and didn’t want to linger for too long, feeling like there was an urgency to her actions. She raced forward, and they rounded farther along the outskirts of the city. They were close to Robert’s tavern, the Wicked Pint.

      She ran, Eva staying with her. Every so often, Jayna was aware of some energy building up around her, a burst of power that exploded, always near the center of the city. It was faint, subtle, but when it came, she started to wonder how careful she needed to be, if there was some aspect of it that would put them in danger.

      She glanced over to Eva. “How bad is the attack?”

      “Not bad yet, but they continue to move. They’ve targeted the dular and they’re damaging their enchantments. There’s a limit to how quickly the dular can replace them, and if they destroy them . . .”

      Jayna knew what would happen then. If they destroy the enchantments, the dular would not have any way of defending themselves.

      They raced around until they reached the narrow streets of the outskirts, the shops where Raollet would be. The moss glowed softly, its greenish light guiding them. Her breath was hot and heavy in her ears, and she needed to slow, stop, gather herself, but at this point, she didn’t trust herself to do that.

      Up ahead, the moss seemed to glow brighter.

      That’s not moss.

      “Oh,” she whispered.

      “What is it?” Eva asked.

      Jayna nodded. “Something happened here.”

      She pointed in the distance, and as they approached, she could see Raollet’s shop had been destroyed. Again. At least this time it wasn’t her fault. The entire front of the shop had collapsed. The moss glowing on the stone had taken on something of a brighter form.

      Jayna approached slowly. She felt for magic and prepared a spell, using it to try to track something, but she didn’t feel anything. She looked over to Eva. “Who do you think did this?” Increasingly, she thought Raollet had been attacked by an actual Ashara. Who would be responsible for this now?

      Whoever it was had smoke, nothing more than that, and certainly not enough power to destroy the entirety of the shop.

      She wondered how many of his enchantments were still inside. And what about his books? Jayna stepped forward, into the rubble. She pushed power out through the dragon stone ring, blasting at the stone and crushing a section of it, clearing it away.

      As she moved deeper into what had been the shop, she found there were enchantments scattered all around. When she leaned down, she noticed they had already been activated. Every single enchantment she came across was triggered.

      Jayna stared, feeling the power within her and looking on with frustration.

      “Somebody powerful came through here,” she said.

      “How do you know?”

      Jayna picked up a spear-like object and handed it over to Eva.

      Eva traced her fingers along its surface. “This isn’t an enchantment.”

      “It’s a spent enchantment. It’s no longer active. And all of these are like that.”

      The hundreds upon hundreds of enchantments that had filled Raollet’s shop were all spent. There was nothing remaining, nothing here that she could even access.

      Where is Raollet?

      He wouldn’t have abandoned his shop, which meant that whoever had attacked here had done so with enough power to overcome him. But could they have killed him?

      She picked through the rubble more carefully and used the energy of the dragon stone to strengthen her. She only rarely used the power that way, but as she did, she pulled massive blocks of stone out of the way.

      Eva joined her. Smoke trailed from her hands, snaking through the rubble. It took only a moment, but then she shook her head. “He’s not here.”

      Jayna climbed over the rock, reaching the back section of the shop. From here, she found the room that had been used to contain the El’aras. It was crumbled as well. Some of that was her fault. She had destroyed the walls, revealing the outside, letting the El’aras escape. But not all of the damage was her doing. Some of it came from whatever had happened here, whatever attack had destroyed this place.

      She found the hall leading to his old shop and wove through it. There were sections where the walls had crumbled, crashing into heaps of rubble, and Jayna had to pick her way around them, but this area wasn’t completely destroyed.

      Then she reached the doorway at the end of the hall.

      The walls had mostly remained upright here, though some of the stone crumbled inward, collapsing against them, and she pushed outward, using a mixture of sorcery and energy from the dragon stone to stabilize and secure the walls, placing several patterns as she walked. She didn’t want the stone to crash in upon her, and didn’t know if she could hold it up. She lingered there, standing in front of the doorway.

      “There’s another door just like this inside of the outpost,” she said softly.

      “Why would they have one?”

      Jayna shook her head. “I don’t really know.”

      Would there be places like this throughout the city?

      Jayna pushed a burst of painful power through the dragon stone, cold shooting up her arm and across her chest, and sent it crashing into the door, unlocking it. There was no point in holding back now; she needed to get in and see if Raollet was here, and if so, if he was injured. She pushed outward with a ball of flame, creating a pattern that floated in front of her. She let it drift downward, illuminating the stairs on the other side of the door.

      Eva stayed behind her, smoke swirling around her and also climbing around Jayna.

      Strangely, this time it didn’t feel like it burned and constricted the way it had the last time. This time, there was something almost comforting within it, as if the power Eva used were meant to fortify her.

      They started down the stairs.

      When she reached the other door at the bottom, Jayna tested it, finding it locked.

      She focused, pulling on power through the dragon stone, and when that wasn’t enough to open it, she blasted at it with even more energy, using the natural augmentation of the bloodstone.

      The combination slammed into the door, shattering it open.

      “I need to get better control of that,” Jayna muttered.

      “I thought you’d avoided using power like that.”

      Jayna held out the ring and tapped on it. She had been avoiding showing it to Eva, concerned about how she might react after learning that she had added the bloodstone to the ring, but maybe that was a mistake. “There’s something in this. I don’t really know what it is, but the combination of the bloodstone and the dragon stone has allowed me to access even more power.”

      Eva frowned, staring at the ring. “That’s how you call the power away.”

      Jayna nodded.

      “Bloodstone is connected to what I can do. I don’t know how or why, but it is connected,” Eva said.

      “I’m not trying to misuse your power,” Jayna said. She didn’t need Eva thinking that, especially since Eva already struggled with how her power would—and should—be used.

      Eva nodded once. “I know you aren’t.”

      They started forward into the darkness.

      The cold washing around her began to build, and she pushed out through the bloodstone the way she had before, layering a fog of smoke around the room, muting the enchantments that were meant to limit her power, which allowed her to move through here without fear of losing control over her magic.

      When she reached the next door, she paused.

      “You might need to open this one,” Jayna said.

      Eva held out her hand and a drop of blood dripped to the ground. Then she summoned the smoke, turning it into something like a spike of power, and it streaked into the door where she twisted it.

      The door opened with a click.

      Jayna chuckled to herself. “That certainly is easier than what I’ve been doing.”

      “Not for me,” she said.

      They stepped forward and Jayna sent out a spell that formed a glowing light in front of her to guide their way, but they were soon met by a blast of wind. Jayna braced herself, creating a barrier with the magic ball spell in front of them, shielding them from the wind.

      It gusted for what seemed an hour, and when it finally faded, she pushed outward with the ball of flame and stepped into the room.

      “You can stop using your enchantments on us,” she said to Raollet.

      He stood behind the desk, a table full of items arranged on it, and held a wand-like object upright, as if to attack again. “Jayna Aguelon?” He glanced over to Eva then back to Jayna. “How are you capable of doing that?”

      “Let’s just say I have a little experience in this kind of room,” Jayna replied.

      “You should not be able to defend against this. This is an outpost.”

      “Exactly.” She looked around. The room was unharmed.

      “I take it you came down here when your shop was destroyed?”

      He nodded. “The shop. Everything within it. The sorcerers came here, thinking they would destroy all the dular enchantments in the city.”

      “Not destroy them. Activate them.”

      “They don’t need to trigger them,” he said. “They have some way of mitigating the enchantments’ power.”

      Jayna frowned. That fit. When she had been placed in the cell, Agnew had some way of neutralizing her enchantments, but not all of them—at least, he hadn’t managed to neutralize Topher’s enchantment, for whatever reason.

      “I’m sorry about your shop.”

      “It’s not your fault. This time.”

      “I’m not entirely sure about that.”

      She didn’t know what was her fault, what was the fault of the Ashara, or what was the fault of the Sorcerers’ Society. But she knew she needed to get more answers.

      “I need to understand the Ashara.”

      “That’s why you came here?”

      “I came here for answers. You’re the only one who knows about them.”

      “I’ve told you. All I know are stories. Nothing more than that. Anything known about the Ashara, truly known, has been lost.”

      Jayna sighed. She hated the pressure in the room, hated the way it made her feel, the way it seemed to constrict around her, fighting against her use of magic. All she wanted was to end that, to find some way of overpowering it.

      She pushed out a hint of smoke and it trailed out along the walls, muting the enchantments in the area. Then she took a deep breath, slightly more relaxed. Before muting them, she had felt an ongoing unease.

      “What did you do?”

      She looked over to Raollet. “Why does it matter?”

      “You shouldn’t have been able to . . .” He tipped his head to the side, and for the first time, he seemed to see her ring. “Bloodstone. That’s what you have, isn’t it?”

      Jayna grasped her hand around the ring and looked to Raollet. “What does it matter?”

      “You shouldn’t be using power like that. It’s dangerous.”

      “I’m well aware of how dangerous it is. I’ve seen it.”

      He frowned. “Have you?” He glanced down at the book before looking up at her. “There were rumors of bloodstone in the city recently.”

      “More than rumors,” she said. “I helped prevent the bloodstone from blasting through the dular houses—at least, as many as I could.”

      “You were the one who did that?”

      “I had no choice. If I hadn’t, the houses would have been destroyed, and the dular would have been killed, and . . .”

      The very thing she was trying to prevent—this battle—would have likely already happened by now, despite her intentions to stop it.

      The dular had ultimately blamed the Society for the fires, although the Society helped put out the flames in the dular homes. And now the Sorcerers’ Society was attacking the dular because they believed the dular were responsible for an attack on the Society. War had broken out in the city. Despite every effort she made to stop it, war seemed to happen anyway.

      “I just need to know about the Ashara,” she said to him. “Something is taking place, and I’ve been trying to prevent it, but regardless of what I’ve done, darkness keeps coming.”

      He looked down at the book before looking back at her. “I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to help you.”

      “Because you’re afraid?”

      “Because I don’t know.” He eyed Eva and frowned, studying her as if just noticing her, before turning his attention back to Jayna. “Nelar has been a place of power for a long time, though none of us have known why.”

      “None of you?”

      “Those of us who study these things. We have not understood why Nelar would be so important. There has been power in Nelar for as long as Nelar has been a city. Even before it was part of the El’aras, it was something else.” He shook his head. “We don’t know, but there are remnants of it even now. You can look around the city, you can see that the city itself has changed, and you can see evidence that some of these buildings existed from a time before even the El’aras.”

      “Like this one?” Jayna asked, looking around.

      “This is dular,” he said.

      “The enchantments within it are dular, but the building itself, and the stone, and everything here . . .” Jayna shook her head. “I don’t think this is dular.”

      “Perhaps not,” he said. He folded up the book and stuffed it under his arm. “Unfortunately, I don’t have any answers for you. I’ve been looking into the Ashara since you left. I wanted to understand why these enchantments have been used, and I can’t find anything. Only more stories. The Ashara. The El’aras. An ancient disagreement. And then it stopped.”

      “Why?” Jayna asked.

      “I don’t know. It just . . . stopped.”

      “Well, I’ve seen at least one Ashara recently, maybe more than that.”

      “No. There would not be more than one. They would not travel together. If you have seen an Ashara,” he said—and there was a hint to his tone that suggested he still didn’t believe her—“then you have seen just a single one.”

      Jayna started to smile. “A single Ashara? I’ve seen more than that.” She saw Asaran, but then she had seen at least one other, unless the man who’d attacked her in the street hadn’t actually been Ashara and had only used enchantments. There was no doubt in her mind that there was more than one Ashara here. At least two. Maybe even more. And then there was somebody else who had used enchantments to make it appear as if the Ashara were here.

      “The stories do say that the Ashara can change forms,” Raollet said.

      “Yes, they can take on human form.”

      “They are creatures that take on human form when they want. Not that they are humans.”

      “And?”

      “And because they can take on that form, they can be anyone they want.”

      “So you’re saying that even though I think I’ve seen multiple Ashara, what I’ve really seen is—”

      “A single Ashara.” He leaned forward, gripping the book against his chest. “If that’s what this even is. Or perhaps it’s only enchantments.”

      “It’s not just enchantments,” Eva said.

      “If you’ve seen a single Ashara, then the challenge is trying to understand why they have come to the city, and what they intend.”

      She frowned, thinking about what had happened since the Ashara had been seen here. They had come, and the dular had been targeted by the Sorcerers’ Society, then the Society had started to attack.

      She shook her head slowly.

      “It seems like the Ashara, whoever that may be, is trying to instigate a war,” Jayna said.

      “If that’s the case, there may be very little we can do to stop it,” Raollet replied.
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      Eva stood off to the side, saying nothing. Jayna was tempted to reach out to her, to say something, wanting to figure out a way to let her know she didn’t blame her for what was happening, but she could see the uncertainty in her eyes.

      What would happen to Eva if they came across this Ashara again?

      Eva had encountered them one time, and he had been close enough that Jayna had been concerned about what he might do and if she could prevent his actions. But she wondered if perhaps Eva had little choice in this matter.

      She was going to need to get involved.

      “We need to figure out where he’s gone,” she said softly to Eva, who just nodded. “And we have to figure out why he’s decided to do this.” Eva nodded again. “I know you’re afraid.”

      Eva looked up at her and frowned. “Shouldn’t I be?”

      “You should be,” Jayna said. “And I understand it. Gods, I’m afraid, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to stop this.” She looked over to Raollet. He held the book clutched up against his chest and he watched Jayna, seemingly ignoring Eva altogether. Maybe that was for the best. Jayna didn’t want Eva to draw any attention from him, especially as it would only raise questions from him about who she was and why she was here—and what sort of power she had. “Do you have some place you can go?” she asked him.

      “I thought I would stay here,” he said.

      Jayna flipped her gaze to the door. “I’m sorry I destroyed your doors.”

      He frowned, watching her. “You should not have been able to do so.”

      “Maybe they weren’t as protective as you thought.”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      “Either way, are you going to be safe here?”

      “There is another place I can go.” He smiled tightly. “I am not the only scholar in the city.”

      Telluminder might be one too, though she wondered if his shop had been targeted as well. She wouldn’t put it past the Sorcerers’ Society to have already reached Telluminder since his shop also had enchantments, and she doubted he had an underground space the way Raollet did.

      “Find safety,” she said. “Until this is over, you might need it.”

      “What do you intend to do, Jayna Aguelon?”

      “I intend to stop the attack taking place in the city.”

      “If the Sorcerers’ Society has decided to finally take action on the dular, there may be very little you can do,” Raollet said.

      “Finally take action?”

      He shrugged. “The dular in the city have been acting without influence for nearly a century. They have grown powerful, and if I know anything about the Sorcerers’ Society, it’s that they do not care for others growing powerful while they dwindle.”

      Jayna frowned. “I wouldn’t say that the Sorcerers’ Society has grown weaker at all.”

      “According to them, perhaps they have. You have managed to keep yourself safe, but how many of the others in the Society could say the same thing?”

      Jayna looked around the room. This place was designed to hold sorcerers.

      So was the one at the outpost.

      Why would they have something similar in both locations? Would it work the same way on the dular?

      She didn’t see why not. Dular magic was very similar to that of the Society’s, and sorcerers and dular had overlapping skills, even if they managed to create enchantments in a different way.

      “You should get to safety,” Jayna said.

      “There is no safety, not if the Society has decided to attack the dular,” he said.

      “Not with that attitude,” she said. She nodded to Eva, and they got up. She climbed the stairs, reaching the shattered remains of his shop, and looked around.

      Occasional thunderous booms echoed, and Jayna realized that war had truly started. The battle was going on. The explosions came with a regularity, a steadiness, though not so fast and furious that she expected she would be able to track them to a single location.

      “What do you think?” she asked Eva.

      “Is it your intention to find this Ashara, or to stop the Sorcerers’ Society and their attack?”

      “Can we do both?”

      “I’m not exactly sure.”

      Jayna started along the street, following the power she felt building and exploding all around her, but she couldn’t do anything about it yet.

      She still needed to move though.

      “We need to see how bad this is.”

      Eva let out a breath traced with smoke. “I’ll go with you.”

      They crept through the streets, and as they made their way around the outskirts of the city, Jayna paused for a moment, listening to the occasional explosion of energy. She realized something. There were no lanterns lit out here in the periphery of the city. Nothing enchanted, not like there usually would be. As she looked along the street, the only thing she saw was the phosphorescent glow of the moss.

      How could they trigger—or simply block—so many enchantments so quickly?

      More than that, how was it that the dular were not better equipped?

      She would’ve expected that the dular would be able to create more enchantments fairly rapidly, but they had limitations to their power.

      “Everything feels off,” Eva said.

      Jayna nodded. “It is off.” She hurried forward, and it didn’t take long before she reached the market. She focused as she stopped, looking for any signs of activity, but it was empty. There were no vendors, nobody standing and trying to sell enchantments—nothing. Everything here had been destroyed.

      Jayna sighed. “This might be beyond us.”

      And it might be something she didn’t need to get involved in, anyway.

      This was between the dular in the city and the Sorcerers’ Society, not any sort of dark magic. This wasn’t the kind of thing Ceran had asked her to do.

      But she didn’t feel as if she could simply abandon the city—not with so much strangeness taking place, not without knowing what was going on. She felt she needed to do something, to intervene in some way, but . . .

      Jayna wondered if she even could.

      She heard the occasional explosion as she wandered through the streets, distant enough that she still couldn’t feel the source of it, though she recognized the power that was there.

      She wanted to stop, wanted to examine the source of that power, wanted to better understand whether this was an explosion of dular enchantments or whether this came from sorcerers, but she wasn’t even sure if it mattered.

      She headed toward the seven great houses of the city.

      Eva stayed quiet, though occasional smoke drifted around her.

      They reached the courtyard outside of the seven homes. The fountain still flowed, and the homes themselves were intact, other than the two that had been destroyed.

      “Where is everybody?” she whispered.

      “Ask your friend,” Eva suggested.

      She focused on Char. The faint awareness of him was still there in the back of her mind—subtle, but she thought she could find it. She used power to pinpoint the connection, then released it.

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

      Jayna trailed after that energy, following what she could feel, and recognized that there was something nearby. Shadows moved along the street, heading away from the courtyard, sneaking quickly.

      Something in that movement struck her as familiar.

      If she went in the opposite direction, she would reach Char, but she wondered if perhaps she should head toward the person she’d just sensed. Could it be Matthew? Jayna followed them and Eva stayed silent.

      Jayna began to focus on a spell, beginning to build power. As she headed along the street, trailing after the figure, a burst of power slammed into her.

      She was thrown off to the side, while Eva remained motionless.

      Something looped around Eva, holding her hands at her side.

      “Eva?”

      “I’m unharmed,” she said.

      Smoke started to swirl around Eva, and she stretched her hands off to the side, shattering whatever bindings had been lashed around her.

      Jayna scrambled to her feet, reaching for the power of the dragon stone and creating a quick barrier around herself.

      The attack had come from an alleyway.

      Not Matthew. Not with that kind of power.

      “Who do you think that was?” Jayna asked.

      “Somebody who is about to find a different fate,” Eva said.

      Anger filled her voice, and as she stared into the distance, Jayna worried about Eva getting upset—worried that if she was filled with rage like that, she might take a dangerous tactic. But at the same time, she understood Eva’s irritation.

      “We should be careful,” Jayna said.

      “You be careful. I was attacked,” Eva replied.

      Jayna chuckled. “I was attacked as well. We both were.”

      “No.” She started forward, smoke drifting off of her. It began to slide down the alleyway.

      Jayna reached the entrance of the alley at the same time as a burst of light came streaking toward them.

      Jayna barely had a moment to react.

      She quickly solidified the barrier around them, trying to prevent power from striking them. She had no idea what this enchantment might be, what this power might be, but she could feel it coming toward her.

      It reminded her somewhat of the streaking band of power that had come from Agnew, only this one was not nearly as focused, and when it struck her barrier, it didn’t wrap around in the same way. It merely fizzled out.

      It did push her back a step though.

      She gritted her teeth, stepping forward again, and she called upon more power, letting it flow through her, then released the barrier as she and Eva moved ahead.

      “Sorcerer?” Eva asked.

      “I don’t know. It didn’t feel quite like any sorcerer.”

      More than that, if it had been a sorcerer, she would’ve expected to detect some twinge of energy, and there was nothing. If it was a sorcerer, then it was one who didn’t have much control, or much power.

      She didn’t know how many sorcerers were in the city, though from what Char had said, they had begun to fortify the city following the last attack, which suggested to her that there were more present now than there were before.

      “We should be—”

      Another attack blasted, streaking toward them, and Jayna reacted, solidifying her magic ball barrier once again, blocking the next attack.

      She didn’t want to lash out until she knew who was attacking. She didn’t think it was Char, and she had no interest in attacking a sorcerer unless she needed to, but she grew tired of getting assaulted by magic.

      It had already been a long day, and this only made it even longer.

      She focused on the alley, on the power she felt there, and remembered the last time she’d been blasted by a similar sort of magic.

      And she’d been right when she’d first seen the figure moving.

      Damn him.

      “Careful,” she warned Eva. “I know who this is.”

      Jayna traced her hand in a quick pattern then pushed outward, using a sweeping of magic that would almost blast through the enchantments, before withdrawing it. She didn’t need to do the same thing Agnew had done with all of the enchantments in the city. She didn’t need to incapacitate the dular—and whoever might be working with them.

      “If you’re there, Matthew, step forward.” She called out into the darkness and waited.

      It didn’t take long.

      Matthew appeared out of the shadows. “How did you know it was me?”

      “I can feel your enchantments,” Jayna said.

      Matthew frowned. “What sort of recent Academy graduate has the ability to feel enchantments?”

      Jayna glanced over to Eva. “Someone who is a little bit more than just a recent Academy graduate.” She looked in the distance. The power still exploded all around her. It came from the center of the city, though it echoed on the periphery. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I told you to stay away from this,” Matthew said.

      “You did. And I’m trying to get a sense of why you’ve gotten involved.”

      “Jayna—”

      Jayna darted forward, wrapping him in the power of the Toral ring. Matthew knew something, and with everything she’d gone through, and everything she still had to deal with, she was not about to take her time trying to understand it anymore.

      “Matthew Veran. If you know something, you are going to tell me. I am here to stop this war.”

      “You’re with the Society. You’re not here to stop war. You’re here to start it. I know everything about that. That’s why I was . . .”

      “That’s why you were what?” Jayna asked.

      “I can’t tell you,” Matthew said.

      As she looked up at him, she pressed two fingers into his chest and began to let power flow from her fingers into him. It was merely a vibrational sort of energy, nothing more than that.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not with the Society, Matthew. And the only reason I’m here now is so I can try to stop this war before it gets out of hand.”

      “What do you mean, you’re not with the Society?”

      He glanced from her to Eva, and Jayna poked him in the chest again, forcing his attention back to her. “Keep your eyes on me,” she snapped. “And I mean what I said. I’m not with the Society. I am here to ensure this stupid war doesn’t evolve into something worse. If you know something, then you need to share it with me. Now. Before it gets to be something it doesn’t need to be.”

      “Jayna . . .”

      “No. We’re going to talk. You’re going to provide me with what I need.”

      “Listen. I was hired for a job. I did the job—”

      “What was the job?”

      “You know I can’t tell you about that.”

      “I know who and what you are, Matthew. And I know you can tell me about the job. I know you will tell me about the job.” She jabbed him again, sending another vibrating pulse into his chest, and Matthew just watched her, his eyes narrowing. “We don’t have much time. This is getting out of hand, and if I can’t figure out how to stop it . . .” She glanced over to Eva. “It’s got to be about more than just the sorcerers and the dular,” Jayna said softly.

      Matthew regarded her, frowning. “What did you get yourself involved in?” he whispered.

      “Apparently something big,” she said.

      Matthew took a deep breath and grabbed her hand, pulling it back. She tried to push a bit more power into him, but he had an innate resistance.

      Jayna wondered if he even knew what he was doing.

      “You don’t want to be involved in this,” he said. “You don’t want to get caught up in the fighting.”

      “I’m not going to get caught up in any fighting beyond what I’ve already been involved in. I’ve seen what the Society has done, and I’ve seen what the dular have done. Neither side is innocent here.”

      She still didn’t understand why. The Society generally had not acted in such a way before, so for them to do so now was shocking. Even the dular had not acted in such a way before, preferring to stay more reserved, to avoid fighting. The only thing she could come up with was the possibility that something or someone instigated this.

      And there was only one reason that would be desirable.

      “Listen,” Matthew started. “I was hired to make a bargain. I had to acquire some items from a difficult-to-reach source.”

      Jayna frowned as she looked at him. “What item, and what source?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “Matthew, if this will help stop a war, you need to say.”

      He looked as if he wanted to resist, but Jayna was prepared to use sorcery on him to coerce him into answering. He finally shrugged slightly. “There’s an ancient temple to the north of the city. I had to meet someone there.”

      “An ancient temple? That would be . . .” She frowned, glancing over to Eva. “El’aras lands.”

      “I know. I had to gather some stones from within the temple. It was supposed to be an easy job, but . . . well . . . it would’ve been easier had your brother been there.”

      Jayna wished she could get the details of that from Matthew, but a different concern began to fill her.

      Stones.

      If Matthew still had his memory from what had happened in the city before, maybe he would’ve made the connection, but she had taken that from him.

      Perhaps Eva was right. Maybe it would’ve been better for her to have left Matthew’s memories.

      “I need to see them.”

      It had to be bloodstone, didn’t it?

      Matthew shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

      Maybe she could convince him in a different way. If not, then she wasn’t above forcing him. If it meant stopping war, she would do it. “After you acquired the stones, what happened?”

      “Everything went to shit,” Matthew said. “I just want to get out of here. I don’t want these damn stones anymore, and I didn’t even need the money.”

      “You still have them?”

      “I was supposed to use them around the city. Just that.”

      “What do you mean, ‘use them’?”

      “Just toss them into a few different stores, all around the city, and . . .” He shook his head. “That’s about it.”

      Jayna stared at him for a few moments. “I need them, Matthew.”

      Matthew frowned at her.

      “This is bigger than a job,” Jayna stated.

      “Jayna—”

      “Matthew, I’m not going to argue with you about this. I’m going to need those stones.” She started forward, pressing her hand out, already beginning to hold on to the spell that would hold him.

      Matthew stepped back, raising his hands. “You can have them. I already got paid for the job.”

      He reached into his pocket, pulling out a pouch, and he held it out to her.

      Jayna took it, glancing inside. Bloodstones. They were all small, some incredibly so.

      She pulled one of them out. It had been enchanted. There was a faint tracing, a swirl of a pattern along its surface. Jayna couldn’t tell the intention behind the enchantment, but as she ran her finger around the stone, she could feel the energy within it.

      “Who were you meeting with?”

      “Now you’re asking too much.”

      Jayna shook her head. “No, Matthew. I’m not. I need to know who you were meeting with. Who had you looking for these?”

      “You’re not going to be able to find them.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they don’t like to be found.” Jayna started to smile, but she noticed a hard intensity in Matthew’s gaze. He shrugged. “You can laugh if you want, but this person is part of some sort of resistance. I have a feeling they don’t like the dular or the sorcerers.”

      “So you’ve been helping instigate the war?”

      “I haven’t been helping anything,” he said. “I took a job.”

      “Where, exactly, did you meet them?” When he stayed silent, she glared at him. “I need to know this, Matthew.”

      “I had an enchantment that helped guide me to them.”

      He pulled out a necklace he was wearing.

      Jayna just shook her head.

      “These aren’t the kind of people you need to get involved with, Jayna. You have no idea how dangerous they are. You have no idea how dangerous any of this is. I didn’t know this was going to instigate a war, but . . .” He shook his head. “They’re creating a battle between the Society and the dular. You, especially, shouldn’t be here.”

      “I told you I’m not with the Society,” Jayna said softly.

      She grabbed the necklace off his neck, jerking it free, and Matthew grabbed for her wrist. Jayna used a hint of power through the dragon stone and began to press it into him.

      He took a step back.

      “Jayna?”

      “I really had hoped it would’ve been over when we did the last job, but unfortunately . . .”

      “The last job?” Matthew asked, frowning. “What are you talking about?”

      She had studied the memory bowl, trying to grasp the knowledge of its making, and thought she had a pretty good idea. More than that, she had access to spellbooks that she had studied. There were answers within them, a way for her to better understand more, and now . . .

      Now she had to use the memory bowl herself.

      This was some kind of dangerous magic. Jayna knew that—and she knew it had consequences.

      She reached for power—sorcery—and traced a quick pattern.

      It was a simple pattern, one that involved her making little more than a small circle with a pinch at the end, but that pinch that was the key. She twisted, and in doing so, solidified the power.

      Matthew tried stepping away from her, but she had used enough magic within her to add the enchantment to him, sealing it upon his mind.

      His eyes went blank for a moment.

      “I wish it were different,” Jayna whispered.

      She motioned for Eva to follow, and they headed down the street.

      “Why?” Eva asked as they headed away from Matthew.

      The spell would linger for a while, long enough that it would give her a chance to find this resistance using the enchantment he had.

      “Why did I take his memories?”

      “Yes.”

      “He needs to be out of this,” she said. “And I gave him a little incentive to leave as I placed the spell.”

      “That’s dangerous magic,” Eva said.

      “I know,” Jayna said.

      Not just dangerous, but it was the kind of magic she didn’t really enjoy placing, the kind of magic she feared using, worried it might imply she’d turned toward dark magic. When she’d used it, though, she didn’t have sinister intentions. She had done it simply to try to prevent Matthew from getting more deeply involved in something he shouldn’t. She had done it as a way of protecting him.

      “I know what it’s like to lose memories,” Eva said.

      “This is different,” Jayna said.

      “Is it?”

      “I did it to protect him.”

      “What if somebody did it to me to protect me?”

      Jayna didn’t have an answer for that, though she wondered if that were really the case. She looked down at the enchantment that Matthew had and squeezed her hand around it.

      She recognized it. A linking spell.

      She could follow that power.

      She used the linking spell to guide her into the distance, and she felt energy flowing, a surge of it that continued to roll through her. It was near—and she wasn’t surprised that the spell led her to the tavern where she had first met Matthew.

      Why had he brought them there in the first place?

      Eva frowned, smoke drifting around her slightly. “Something’s off,” she repeated.

      “You mean other than the ongoing explosions around us?”

      Eva looked in her direction. “Other than that.”

      “You’re right,” Jayna said. “It’s this city. Something is very much off here.”

      Unfortunately, she still didn’t know what it was or what it would take for them to deal with it, but the power occurring all around her in the city was prominent.

      She stared at the tavern, watching it for a moment, when she realized something else. There was another trail of smoke coming from it. The Ashara was here.

      She grabbed Eva’s wrist, motioning for her to step off to the side, and Jayna held her hand out, clutching the dragon stone, readying the bloodstone within the ring to call that smoke off.

      “Look at the smoke,” Jayna said.

      She could see the heaviness of it and feel the energy drifting toward her, but she didn’t know why it was so pronounced.

      The linking spell had guided her though. This was where they needed to go.

      This was where Matthew had intended to go.

      Jayna looked around again and pushed open the door to the tavern.

      Eva came with her, moving carefully, slowly, and as they looked around, Jayna searched for any sign of movement, anything to suggest they were going to be under attack, but the tavern appeared empty. The last time they been here, the booths had all been filled with people, though the city had changed since that time.

      She stopped in the middle of the tavern, continuing to search, her gaze drifting everywhere. She still focused on the smoke that fluttered along the ground and the energy she could feel within the linking spell, the enchantment that drew her to whatever was going on here.

      “They’re here,” she whispered, looking around her.

      “Who?”

      Jayna shook her head. “Whatever it is that Matthew was a part of.”

      As before, the tavern was arranged as a series of booths with large wooden partitions dividing them, providing absolute privacy for those within each booth. Jayna wouldn’t even be surprised if there were enchantments placed into the partitions to mute sound. It made for a good place to have quiet conversations—dangerous conversations.

      She still didn’t see any sign of anyone else. The tavern was empty.

      She motioned for Eva to follow her.

      They headed through the tavern as Jayna held on to the enchantment, using that power to guide her, but the linking spell had limits. She worried that if she wasn’t careful, she would reach one of its limits and be caught unawares.

      Eva stopped, closing her eyes and squeezing her hands into tight fists. Droplets of blood trickled below. As they did, smoke began to swirl, then she sent it sweeping out.

      She opened her eyes and pointed. “There. An opening.”

      “What kind of opening?”

      “A familiar one.”

      They headed toward the opening, toward the back of the tavern, and there was a staircase leading to a door—and as Eva had suggested, it looked familiar, like what she had seen at Raollet’s shop and at the outpost.

      “Why another one of these?” she whispered, not expecting Eva to respond. They started down the stairs, and Jayna began to pull the smoke into the ring, leading Eva to glance in her direction. “It’s not going to go well if they try to sever my connection to magic.”

      “You reveal your presence by doing that.”

      “I don’t think it matters anymore,” Jayna said as she hurried down the stairs.

      The bottom of the staircase was no different from the one in Raollet’s shop or the one in the outpost. Another door.

      Jayna held her hand up against it then pushed power through it.

      The door came open with a crack.

      Smoke billowed out at her.

      Jayna reacted, calling on the smoke, pulling it into the dragon stone and the bloodstone, siphoning it off. Then she immediately squeezed it out, against the enchantments she knew would be there. She sent smoke streaking away, collapsing against the walls, then she charged forward.

      Only to freeze.

      The room was filled. A dozen people, maybe more. They all looked at her, watching her, all of them holding on to enchantments.

      But none of that was what caught her attention in full.

      It was the man standing across from her.

      He had dark hair, pale skin, and smoke swirled around his feet.

      “Asaran,” she whispered.

      Jayna pulled the smoke off of him, sucking it into the bloodstone.

      There were no fires here. No hearth. Nothing to regenerate him. She would call the smoke off, and she would prevent him from targeting her again. She was determined to keep him from striking her with his strange power.

      Asaran called upon his magic and pushed out more smoke.

      Jayna had to fight. She pulled on the smoke, drawing it back to her. There was considerable energy fighting against her, more power than she thought she could withstand, but she continued in her struggle to draw it off.

      The energy continued to build, and she continued to fight.

      Had she not pushed some of the smoke out against the walls to mute the enchantments, she might not have had enough strength to resist him, but despite that, she could still feel pressure against her, the way the magic attempted to constrict her access to her own sorcery and to the power within the dragon stone.

      “Why are you here?” Jayna asked, striding forward.

      She didn’t have a chance to get the answer.

      Eva moved out into the open. Smoke pooled out from her, and she sent it toward Asaran, sweeping it around him.

      Asaran attempted to shift his smoke, turning it toward Eva, but she focused on him, pulling the power of her own smoke connection around her, and it looped outward, forming a barrier around him. Somebody else in the room, an older man with graying hair, lunged forward, but Eva blocked him with solidified smoke—a technique Jayna hadn’t seen her use before—holding out her hand and preventing any additional movement.

      “Why are you here?” It was Eva who demanded an answer this time.

      Asaran stared at her, power swirling out from him, but he said nothing.

      Eva tried again. She used another looping of smoke, a burst of power that flowed from her, swirling around, and she glared at him. “Why are you here?”

      “You don’t even know,” he said. His voice had a strange, harsh quality, but for the first time, there wasn’t the same edge to it.

      Did he recognize Eva—or only her power?

      Eva continued to squeeze her power in, constricting it around him, but he just accepted it, ignoring the pressure tightening around him.

      “He can provide answers,” Jayna said softly. That mattered as much as anything, especially for her friend. Jayna continued pushing out with the smoke she had summoned off of Asaran, using that to maintain her hold. “Not just for you, but for both of us. He knows something.”

      Eva looked back at her. “He’s been killing sorcerers.”

      “He has,” another voice said.

      Jayna turned and found a dark-haired woman approaching.

      She had seen her before. It took a moment for Jayna to remember where.

      “You were at Telluminder’s shop.”

      The woman nodded. “I was.”

      Jayna knew she was missing something. There was something here she didn’t fully understand.

      “Are you trying to instigate the fight between the Sorcerers’ Society and the dular?” Jayna asked.

      The woman cocked her head to the side, frowning at Jayna. “Instigate it? Why, we are the ones trying to stop it.”
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      Jayna stood in place for a moment, trying to figure out how to react. They were here for information. Answers and nothing more.

      “Explain yourself,” she said, holding on to additional power and trying to remain prepared for another outburst. It wasn’t just the Ashara she had to be concerned about. She recognized that was only a part of it. She also needed to be wary of the others around her. She had no idea if they were dular but given that they all had various enchantments pointed at her, Jayna suspected that was exactly what they were.

      “We have been trying to settle the conflict,” the woman said. She glanced from Jayna to Eva, and she frowned as she watched the smoke swirling from Eva.

      “Someone has been attempting to instigate it though,” Jayna said.

      “Instigate?”

      “They have been using dular and their enchantments—ones that are similar to Ashara magic. What I don’t understand is why.” She turned to Asaran. “You attacked at the outpost.”

      “He attacked because it was necessary,” the woman said.

      Jayna flicked her gaze over to the woman before turning it back to Asaran. “Why was it necessary?” When the woman started to speak, she shook her head. “I want him to answer.” Jayna glared at him. “And don’t pretend like you can’t. I’ve heard you talk. I know you can. And I know you are keeping something from me. You attacked us in the street, you attacked us when we went to Raollet’s shop, and you—”

      “You should not have been there,” Asaran said. “He's been selling secrets.”

      Jayna cocked her head to the side. “Has he, now? What secrets are they? Secrets about the Ashara? Or could it be about the El’aras who founded the city? Or maybe it’s secrets about these places.” She swept her gaze around the room, continuing to call smoke off and pushing outward. She had to pull the smoke through the bloodstone first, but at that point, she had managed to push enough of it back out that it surrounded the room and created a protective buffer.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Why do you even care?” Jayna asked.

      The woman stepped up next to Asaran. “As you must have surmised, we are the Guild of the Insurn.”

      Jayna grinned at her. “Why might I have surmised that?”

      The woman frowned and stared at Jayna. “You didn’t know?”

      Her reaction made it difficult for Jayna to decide if she had hired Matthew.

      What if she hadn’t?

      “Then you didn’t have anything to do with the bloodstone?” Jayna asked, glancing behind her shoulder briefly before turning back.

      “That is what they used,” the woman said, breathing out.

      “What who used?” Jayna asked.

      “The Society. Or the one manipulating them. They used the bloodstone to make it look as if the Ashara had attacked.”

      Jayna wasn’t sure if that quite made sense. Bloodstone certainly could be enchanted. She had seen it more than she cared to, and given what Eva had claimed about the bloodstone, and how she thought it had something to do with her own power, there was a very real possibility that it was similar to Ashara magic. It would certainly make it easy enough to look that way.

      But the enchantments she had seen inside of Raollet’s shop had looked different.

      Unless they were nothing more than a canister housing the bloodstone.

      “Why would the Ashara have come?” Jayna looked to Asaran.

      “Your question leads to a dangerous answer,” the woman said.

      “I’m a dangerous person,” Jayna said.

      The woman regarded her for a moment, and a hint of a smile played on her lips. “Perhaps. But I wonder if you could truly understand. There have been attacks in the city. We have attempted to intervene, but we have not been fast enough. I fear that if we do not intervene this time, the Society will find themselves in a very dangerous situation.”

      Jayna glanced over to Eva. “You mean they’ll find themselves having to deal with the Celebrants of Asymorn and the Order of Norej.”

      The woman frowned at her. “How is it that you know this?”

      “I sort of stopped both attacks.”

      “But you have neglected the greater attack. One that is more insidious.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “The reason we have requested the assistance of the Ashara.”

      “And what is that?” She looked over to Asaran. “From what I’ve seen, he’s attacked at least one sorcerer in the city and infiltrated the outpost, where he decided to try to slaughter all of the sorcerers before I intervened.”

      “Not all,” Asaran said. “Only those who served him.”

      Jayna just blinked. “This is because of Sarenoth?” A murmuring came from around her. Jayna looked at the others. The smoke in the room made it difficult to see them. “Don’t tell me. You’re afraid of his name.”

      “Speaking it gives him power,” the woman said.

      “I doubt it.” That wasn’t how any sort of magic worked. None that she’d learned, anyway. It was superstition, nothing more. “Anyway, why attack the sorcerers?”

      “Because the one who leads them serves him,” the woman said.

      “You mean Agnew? The old healer isn’t dangerous.” Not that dangerous, she didn’t think.

      The woman cocked her head, frowning at Jayna. “The one who leads is an ancient sorcerer by the name of Dorian Hale, a powerful servant of chaos.”

      Jayna started to smile, but Eva stiffened. “You recognize that name?” Jayna asked.

      “I remember something . . .” Eva shook her head. “I don’t even know why.”

      “Char told me he hasn’t been in Nelar long. He only got assigned here . . .” Jayna realized she didn’t know when. “Anyway, he’s a healer,” Jayna said, turning back to the woman.

      “He is darkness,” Asaran said.

      She almost laughed at it, but she remembered the anger within Agnew when she had fought him and remembered how he had brought her to the cell beneath the outpost, how he had been so willing to assault her. Could Agnew be Dorian?

      “I don’t understand. Why Nelar?” Jayna looked from the woman to Asaran, and tried again to see the others behind them, but still couldn’t. She had a distant sense of power, and it left her concerned. It seemed as if there were explosions nearby, vaguely behind her, and they continued to reverberate.

      Could the activity up in the city be increasing?

      “Because Nelar is home to one of the great enchantments: a powerful seal placed here, part of the prison that separates Sarenoth from the world.”

      “I see,” Jayna said, though she didn’t. Not really. “And let me guess, when Gabranth was here on behalf of Asymorn, and when the Order of Norej was here, they were trying to reach that enchantment?”

      “Destroy it,” the woman said.

      “And now Agnew? Or Dorian—assuming they’re the same person?”

      “Dorian,” she said. “And he has been searching for it.”

      “I’m going to assume he found it?”

      The woman nodded. “It’s never been hidden. It has been protected, but after the Order of Norej attacked the city, the great enchantment was damaged. Exposed. Now one with the strength to break it will allow the power of him to begin to infiltrate the world.”

      “Attacked? Only a couple houses were burned.”

      Jayna’s breath caught.

      Houses had burned. Great houses had burned. Some of the first dular of the city. People who had been here from the very beginning, from the founding.

      But that wasn’t it.

      That couldn’t be it.

      They wouldn’t be an enchantment.

      There was something else that it could be though.

      Jayna used the ring to fortify herself for a moment as she looked at the others around her. “It’s not the houses,” she said. “The courtyard. The fountain.”

      “Very good,” the woman said. “And Dorian discovered the truth that night. He’s been trying to use his influence to cause even more havoc but has not managed to accomplish unleashing Sarenoth’s power.”

      She’d seen the dark magic used on the dular and the Society’s willingness to attack them, but how did that connect to the Ashara enchantments? And to what Dorian wanted? “What does any of that have to do with the great enchantment?”

      “It has everything to do with it. Dorian didn’t know how to find the great enchantment, and now that he has uncovered it, learning about its presence has taught him something he didn’t know before: how to destroy it.”

      “How?” Even as she asked, Jayna thought she knew. “Bloodstone,” she said. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

      “It is but a part. In order to truly destroy the great enchantment, an item of power built by two ancient enemies, they would need something to interact with it.”

      “The Ashara and the El’aras?”

      The woman nodded.

      “So let’s just say these attackers have the bloodstone,” she said, glancing over to Eva, “and it’s tied to the Ashara. What do they need of the El’aras?”

      “They would need an El’aras to power it.”

      Her heart started to flutter.

      Raollet and the captured El’aras that she’d seen at his shop started to make a different sort of sense. She wouldn’t have expected he would have them for many other reasons, but who else could have captured them? She’d thought it was for the festival, but perhaps there had been a deeper purpose to them all along.

      She’d not known the full extent of Gabranth’s plan.

      “There aren’t any El’aras in the city.”

      “Not yet, but with the enchantments used, they thought to draw them into the city.”

      The Ashara. That was what these attackers intended, and it was the reason behind using those specific enchantments. If the Ashara hadn’t been seen in Nelar in generations, the sudden appearance of enchantments designed to look like Ashara might be enough to draw them in.

      “I see,” Jayna said.

      So not only were they dealing with a potential battle between the sorcerers and the dular, but now they were dealing with a possible battle between the Ashara and El’aras.

      “We need to stop this,” she said.

      “That has been our intention,” the woman said.

      “Well, seeing as how you’re not doing that great of a job, I’m going to get—”

      Jayna didn’t get the chance to finish. An explosion thundered. The woman darted toward the doorway and froze, power building from her.

      She was a sorcerer. Powerful, too.

      “Who are you?” Jayna asked.

      “My name is of no significance.”

      Jayna laughed softly. “It seems to me it’s quite significant. Who are you?”

      “Rayna Qal.”

      Jayna frowned. She’d heard that name before, but she wasn’t exactly sure where. Was it with Char? When she had been sorting through the books at the outpost, she had come across many different names, but she didn’t think that was why it was familiar to her.

      No. Ceran.

      It was an offhanded comment. A brief mention, nothing more than that.

      “But you were—”

      Another explosion struck, thundering. It radiated throughout the city overhead but shook even here.

      “They are coming,” Rayna said.

      Jayna looked over to Eva. “Are you willing to help?”

      Eva looked to Asaran before turning her attention back to Jayna. She nodded. Normally that would be enough for Jayna, but there was a hint of a question that burned in Eva’s eyes that suggested she wasn’t quite certain, and that worried Jayna.

      “If you aren’t able to—”

      “I’m not going to stay and hide,” Eva said.

      The Guild and the others with Rayna began to make their way out, hurrying head of them.

      Jayna and Eva followed.

      What did she know now?

      Only that there was some dark sorcerer in the city, who had been in the city from the very beginning. If Agnew was actually Dorian, could he be one of the twelve followers of Sarenoth?

      Her power might not be strong enough for defeating him, if that was the case.

      She tried to activate the dragon stone ring, hoping Ceran would know she needed his help. She wasn’t sure if he did.

      Jayna reached the top of the stairs and found that an explosion had ripped the building free. The tavern that had been here was now completely gone.

      She looked over to Eva. “We need to finish this, then we need to figure out what we can about your true nature. Will you do this?”

      Eva nodded slowly. “I’m with you.”

      “Good. I don’t know if I can do it without you.”

      Another explosion thundered. There was a certain regularity to them, and as they made their way around the city, she thought she understood why.

      She had seen enchantments of a massive scale before and knew they existed. Rosal’s family home had one. If the intention was to destroy the great enchantment, then in order to do it, they would need to destroy parts of the city that formed an enchantment protecting it.

      Jayna and Eva had to intervene.

      Jayna stopped for a moment among the scattered remains of the booths and partitions, then she grabbed for Eva, and the two of them went running. Eva called upon the smoke, the power within her, and it circled around her.

      “I don’t know what we’re going to need to do,” Jayna said.

      “Fight,” Eva replied.

      “I don’t know what that’s going to require.”

      “Pain.”

      She found three people lying in the street, moaning.

      Jayna slowed, and her eyes narrowed.

      “Dular,” she whispered.

      Yet another explosion of energy thundered near her, and she reacted, tracing power out from the dragon stone and creating a protective ring around her. When the attack bounced off, she was pushed to the side a bit, but she managed to hold herself steady.

      “We have to stop all of this,” Jayna repeated.

      “The fighting, or the destruction of the great enchantment?” Eva asked.

      “Both, I suspect.”

      And Jayna knew where they needed to go.

      Even though she could feel the explosions thundering around the city, they needed to prioritize stopping the destruction of the great enchantment—which meant they had to go to the courtyard. Toward the seven dular homes.

      She raced forward. The streets of Nelar in this part of the city were now familiar to her, as were the great houses. Jayna had visited there often enough.

      Once she reached the courtyard, magic surrounded her. She could see it flashing with color—some ripples of blue and white, an occasional explosion of what looked like fire—and she felt the overwhelming sense of pressure building around her, tightening her skin. The magic used here was considerable.

      “We have to find the sorcerers.” She had a dangerous idea about how to do so and glanced over to Eva. “So we’ll need to summon them.”

      “Your connection to Char?” Eva asked.

      “Not that. I’m not so sure it’s going to work.” Even if she were to reach Char, she had no idea whether there was anything within that connection that would make a difference. There was something that might, though. “You’re not going to like it.”

      She gathered the bloodstone enchantments and dumped them on the ground. Once they were circled around her, Jayna created a spiral of power around them, then burst energy into them.

      They exploded in a cloud of smoke that expanded rapidly.

      Eva started to call that smoke off, but Jayna stopped her. “We need to use this. We might be able to draw them out this way.”

      “Toward me?” Eva asked.

      “Not toward you. Well, maybe toward you. But toward this.” She closed her eyes, focusing on the linking spell she shared with Char, and pulled on it.

      When she had been trapped beneath the outpost, she had used that connection to draw magic. Maybe there would be some way for her to call to him now. It was worth trying, at least. And maybe if she could do that, she might be able to summon enough of a connection to Char and alert him that she needed to draw the other sorcerers to them.

      “I don’t think it made a difference,” Eva said.

      “Maybe not. We’ll have to try something—”

      Power began to build.

      Jayna detected it as a throbbing in the dragon stone ring.

      It constricted around her finger, a steady, rhythmic pulsing of power that attempted to squeeze, with more and more energy pulling on it, making it almost unpleasant.

      She looked around, and though she could feel that energy, she couldn’t tell where it was. “They’re here,” Jayna said.

      “Who?”

      “I’m guessing Dorian and others.”

      Jayna sent the wind gusting outward, clearing the smoke.

      Master Agnew was there. Dressed in his flowing maroon robes, he looked every bit the powerful sorcerer she had known him to be.

      Could he really be a dark sorcerer?

      There were a dozen other sorcerers with him. Some of them were sorcerers Jayna had healed.

      Agnew looked at her, frowning.

      “You are the one. You attacked us—”

      “Dorian,” Jayna said. She wasn’t sure if it was even right, but she watched Agnew, gauging any sort of response.

      He stared at her.

      She needed to know.

      Rayna had told a compelling story, and the idea fit—that there was some great enchantment here that they were trying to damage—as much as she wanted to deny it. She had been struggling with trying to understand why Nelar had been the target, why there had been so much power present here, but it made sense after talking to Rayna.

      Three of the sorcerers were stopped near the fountain and took up positions around it. It occurred to Jayna that explosions continued to thunder out in the city, the power of them ricocheting all around her, an overwhelming sort of energy.

      “Stay away from there,” she said to them, letting her voice carry on a spell.

      “Jayna?” Char asked.

      So he had come.

      “Don’t.” She flicked her gaze to Eva. “Keep them away from the fountain.”

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “Not really,” Jayna muttered.

      Smoke started to swirl from Eva, and it radiated in a band outward, toward the courtyard, blocking access to the fountain.

      Agnew watched her. “You dare to attack the Sorcerers’ Society? You would dare come into our place with that kind of magic?”

      “I would dare,” Jayna said. “Seeing as how I trained with the Academy, I think I have a right.”

      She had avoided the Society all this time—avoided admitting what she had been, what she had done—but that time was past. She had to embrace it.

      She had sorcery, and she had something more now.

      And the steady constricting of the Toral ring told her there was dark power here.

      “I’ve been trying to understand it. It’s taken me a while, but the Guild of the Insurn revealed the truth to me.” There it was. His eyes twitched just a little bit at the mention of the Guild of the Insurn. “And then they called you Dorian.” Agnew didn’t react. “The attacks on Nelar only began after you arrived here.”

      “The city has been unstable for many years. They needed a firm hand.”

      “The firm hand of someone who’s presumably a healer?” Jayna shook her head and took a step toward him. So far, Eva and her magic managed to keep anyone from getting too close to the fountain, though Jayna wondered how long it would last. “I don’t think so. And then there was the callous way you deposited me into the cell beneath the outpost.” She sensed a flicker of uncertainty on Char’s face. “That is not the action of a healer. I was there for the better part of two days. No food. No water. A captive. In a place designed to trap energy.” That was the part of all of this that Jayna still struggled with. As far as she had uncovered, there were three such places all throughout the city, but perhaps there were more. “A place that is designed to separate a sorcerer from their magic. A prison.”

      Agnew frowned at her.

      “And all this time, the attacks have persisted. First the Celebrants of Asymorn. Then the Order of Norej. Both times, sorcerers of some renown and power had been involved.”

      She could feel movement nearby, and Jayna focused on the dragon stone, drawing energy up through the bloodstone, and realized that the smoke she had trapped within it was still active. She pressed it out, creating a band around the courtyard.

      She shook her head. “No one is moving. Not until we get through this. It’s been the Society all along.” She frowned at Agnew. “That’s where the darkness is. That’s what’s corrupt.”

      “You don’t know what you speak of,” Agnew said.

      “I finally think I do. You want people to serve, but you want them to serve so you can force them to help break these enchantments. How many are there?”

      Agnew didn’t react.

      Frustration filled Jayna—the frustration of not knowing what was happening, the frustration of fighting an enemy she had not been able to find nor do anything about, the frustration of her captivity.

      As she stared at Agnew, she embraced that anger and frustration.

      There was no point in fighting it any longer. Why should she bother when she could pull on that power? She had already chosen to use the magic within the dragon stone. There was no darkness in it. The only place the darkness could come from would be her, from the sorcery she used.

      “You’re making a mistake,” Agnew said.

      “No.” Jayna took a step toward him and held out her fist. The dragon stone practically glowed with the energy she pulled, and she pressed out and around, surrounding Agnew.

      It left the two of them confined.

      The others could not hear them speaking. They were hidden, trapped in the shell of power that Jayna had erected around them, but there might be some way for her to allow at least one person to hear.

      She focused on the linking spell she shared with Char. Maybe he could hear. She needed for him to know.

      Dorian looked around, a casual expression on his face. “Do you think to imprison me?”

      “I don’t know if I can, Dorian.”

      He stared at her, a blank look in his eyes that left Jayna wondering if perhaps she had it wrong. Maybe Rayna was not right about Agnew. Jayna had seen him helping defeat the Order. Why would he do that if he was secretly serving Sarenoth?

      She felt power building from him.

      It was not sorcery, not the way that she would normally expect.

      What she felt was dark magic. It triggered the dragon stone ring, constricting tightly around her finger.

      It was painful in a way that she had never felt before. Maybe it was the bloodstone merged with the Toral ring, or perhaps it was just the power of Agnew—or Dorian, as the case may be.

      She held her hand out, pointing to the Toral ring. “I know what you are.”

      He laughed, and all the kindness that she’d always seen on his face suddenly faded. Now there was a darkness, a sneer, and he turned to her, clasping his hands in front of him. “It has been many years since I’ve been called by that name.”

      “You’ve hidden within the Society.”

      “All of us have hidden within the Society,” he said, laughing. “All this time, and there’s been a pursuit to try to make sure the twelve remained imprisoned.” He started to create a spell, his fingers working quickly. “I will let you in on a secret. There was never any prison.”

      He whipped his hands down, and the shell she’d formed around him shattered.

      Jayna was thrown back, and she hurriedly scrambled to her feet.

      Another sorcerer darted toward her. The Toral ring constricted. Dark magic.

      She turned, twisting her hand in a quick spell, and she blasted it at him, adding power through the dragon stone. It caught him in the chest with a spiral of power, throwing him back.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Another sorcerer wrapped bands of power around her, then another did the same on the other side, holding her in place. Jayna had felt power like this before. It wasn’t even dark magic, which made it more distressing. These were sorcerers of the Society, serving Agnew as they believed they were supposed to.

      Which meant Jayna couldn’t harm them.

      Oh, she certainly could harm them, but she didn’t want to. Until she knew whether they were using dark magic, she didn’t dare.

      “Tell them who you are,” Jayna said.

      Dorian stood across from her.

      “Tell them, or I might be able to merge my memories with theirs so they can know the truth.” Jayna didn’t know if her memory spell would even work, but she thought there would be a way to mix it with their memories. Maybe it would be enough. Either way, the threat itself was more than enough.

      Dorian smiled tightly. A burst of power erupted from him, and he re-created the shell of power she had used to seal him inside, now trapping her inside, separating her from the other sorcerers.

      “You were the one instigating the dular agitation.”

      He smirked. “The dular rioting gave the Society reason to take action. It made it easier for me to do what I needed to do.”

      “The others in the Society will learn what you did. Not all of them are dark sorcerers.”

      He chuckled. “They don’t need to be dark sorcerers to serve the same purpose. And thankfully, the Society will not be fragmented by one such as you. This city has hidden the presence of the great enchantment for too long.”

      “You didn’t even know it was here,” Jayna said.

      “We suspected. The rothand was to have uncovered the key to it, but unfortunately they failed.”

      Rothand. Decay.

      What sort of ceremony had he used on this?

      Jayna knew it was all tied together.

      Ceran hadn’t said anything about the rothand. Either he hadn’t known, or he didn’t think it important for her to know.

      Rothand. The festival and Asymorn. Norej.

      Now Dorian.

      How many others?

      “How did you not know?” Jayna asked. She needed time to figure out how to break free of the wrappings of magic holding her in place.

      “The El’aras have been clever in how they hide them, then they used the dular to work with them. And the Ashara.” He spat the last. “Now we will remove the seal, and we will be one step closer.”

      “One step closer to what?” Char asked.

      Dorian turned to him. He raised his hand, creating a quick whip of power, and Jayna recognized the spell.

      “Shield yourself,” she shouted, making a point of getting her voice heard through the barrier.

      It was something that would affect his memory. It might even control him.

      Char raised his hands, crossing his arms in front of him, and he threw them down with a sharp crack of thundering energy.

      He had grown more skilled.

      Dorian’s spell struck and bounced off, disappearing harmlessly.

      Jayna looked around. Where was Eva?

      Smoke filled the clearing, though she couldn’t see where Eva had gone.

      Dorian just chuckled. “Perhaps I will have you stay here and watch as I destroy this great enchantment. And then I will dispose of you.”

      He marched away, and Jayna focused, holding on to the energy within her, trying to borrow power from the dragon stone, using the augmentation of the bloodstone, but that power as it came through her wasn’t enough. She could feel its energy within her, but she couldn’t do anything with it.

      They were blocking her.

      It was some sort of spell designed to cut her off from power.

      She had a way past it though. She had done it before.

      She focused on the linking spell with Char. He was there right in front of her, their connection stronger than before.

      She pulled on it, and through the energy within the spell, drawn across it, she could feel a tie to sorcery. It was like pulling through mud, slow but steady, and as she called on it, she could feel it gradually drifting into her.

      Jayna pulled on more power.

      Then she could feel the Toral ring filling with energy.

      Strangely, there was still a hint of smoke within it.

      No, not just a hint. A flood.

      Somewhere, Eva was pushing power into the bloodstone.

      Smoke swirled around Jayna, up her legs, chest, and arms, then out through her. That smoke gave her a strangely solid connection to the bloodstone.

      She focused.

      The power was out there, that edge of energy she always saw tinged with darkness, but this time there was no nearly incapacitating pain. There was only a cloud of smoke, as if Eva somehow protected her.

      Jayna called that energy to her. She breathed it in, and with her connection to Char, she created a pattern. This time, the pattern was only in her mind, and as she pushed it down, creating a ring of power, it erupted outward, and she tossed the two sorcerers away.

      They went flying to either side.

      Jayna sent her hands out, and a burst of power streaked from her, smoke twirling along it, as if Eva were helping guide her magic, and it struck both sorcerers.

      She stormed forward.

      Where was Eva? She still wasn’t here, though she had felt her power, and she knew Eva must be around here somewhere.

      Jayna found Dorian in front of the fountain. She used a burst of power, sending it streaking toward him, but it bounced off of a protective spell.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “You really are a nuisance.”

      “I’m going to be more than a nuisance.”

      “And you brought one of those lovely Ashara with you. You know, I thought that one was already dead.” He nodded, and Jayna glanced behind her to where Eva stood.

      “Why?”

      “We came across her on our way to Nelar.”

      Dorian was responsible for what had happened to her?

      “You aren’t going to complete this,” Jayna said.

      “Oh, that is where you’re wrong. You see, I have already made my preparations, and all I need to do is this.” He flicked his wrist, and a spell began to build.

      Jayna could feel it building, rising up with power, and the ground began to rumble around her. There was something she could do that she hadn’t yet tried, but why not use the ring to fortify herself? It was something Dorian wouldn’t anticipate.

      She darted forward, pulled on power from the dragon stone, and brought her fist around, connecting it with Dorian, catching him in the chin.

      With the power she held, he went flying.

      Jayna followed him and grabbed him by the shoulders, slamming him down again, holding on to the power of the Toral ring.

      “I bet you weren’t expecting that.”

      She got up and made a quick circle around him, pouring power into it, holding him in place.

      Now she had to stop the enchantment from breaking. Now she had to keep the power of Sarenoth from escaping.
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      Jayna headed back to the fountain. The spell attempting to destroy the seal had been sealed off. Smoke drifted everywhere, and she could see it creating a thick barrier that held the other sorcerers away. She would have to deal with them later, but for now she needed to check on the fountain.

      On the enchantment.

      It was a powerful one. And now it was damaged. The fountain itself had cracked, and Jayna could practically feel darkness spilling out.

      Worse, it was a familiar darkness. She had felt something like that before.

      She looked over to see Asaran approaching as smoke swirled around. He had a different form than the last time; his dark features, his dark hair, and his pale skin all seemed to glow.

      “Do you have any way of sealing this back off?” she asked him.

      “Unfortunately, one of the great enchantments cannot be restored.”

      “Can we prevent the rift from expanding more?”

      “We would need more bloodstone than we have.”

      Bloodstone would change it. She’d seen how bloodstone was the key to augmenting enchantments, which meant she might have a way. “What if we have more?”

      “Then it might be possible.”

      They still had some in her home that they’d collected from the manor homes. “Can you keep him from going anywhere?” she asked, nodding to where Dorian lay motionless. “I think there’s a place that can hold him.”

      Char was still there, along with two of the other sorcerers. She had no idea if they were dark sorcerers, but given the bewildered stares on their faces, she doubted it. She created a quick spell, tapping the two others and clouding their minds.

      “Jayna . . .” Char said.

      “It’s just a confounding spell. You can take it off if you feel it’s inappropriate.” She looked over to where Dorian lay. “The Sorcerers’ Society has been infiltrated. Perhaps it always has been. I need you to take him to the cell beneath the outpost. It can hold him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s one of the twelve who served Sarenoth.”

      “Not Master Agnew.”

      “This isn’t Master Agnew. This is Dorian Hale. He’s a dark sorcerer hiding as Master Agnew. And if we don’t hold him, we may not learn what the twelve plan.”

      Char looked over. “Jayna . . .”

      “I know you don’t want to believe it, and I wish it wasn’t the case, but it is. We need to figure this out. There’s darkness coming. Sarenoth will escape. If they’ve already broken one of these great enchantments, I don’t know how many more they might be able to break, but I fear we aren’t going to be strong enough, or fast enough, or—”

      Char took a step toward her, grabbing her hands. “I’m going to work with you.”

      “You are?”

      “I felt what was going on. I felt what was happening to you, even though I couldn’t do anything about it.”

      “I’m sorry, Char. I didn’t want you to get involved in this.”

      He smiled sadly. “You didn’t force me to get involved in anything.”

      “Can you take him beneath the outpost? I can join you when this is done.”

      “I don’t know if I can hold him,” Char said.

      “I can help with that,” Asaran said.

      Jayna still didn’t know what was going on with Eva. She looked around the courtyard. She had felt her smoke, her influence, but still didn’t see her anywhere.

      Dorian had mentioned her though.

      Jayna made a quick circuit around the courtyard. She didn’t want to get too close to the enchantment, but every time she got nearer to the fountain, she could feel something.

      The Toral ring constricted. Dark power.

      She found Eva lying on the ground, injured.

      There were three sorcerers around her, none of them moving.

      Jayna pressed her hands down on her, and immediately began to call upon power from the dragon stone ring, pouring it into her. She didn’t even try to anchor her head and feet the way she should have, and as soon as she started pouring power into her, she realized there was something going on, something she couldn’t correct.

      “You won’t be able to help her,” a voice said from behind her.

      Jayna looked over to Asaran standing there holding Dorian, smoke swirling around them as Char stood nearby.

      “I am going to help her.”

      “You cannot. She was the first sent. She was to have prevented this, and she failed.”

      “You know her.”

      “Not until I saw her here,” he said. “I didn’t recognize her form.”

      “But you know her.”

      “I know her,” Asaran said, his voice soft.

      “She’s my friend. I want to help her.”

      “I’m afraid nothing can be done. She extended too much.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      He marched Dorian away, across the courtyard, as Jayna turned her attention back to Eva, covered in smoke, motionless.

      She pushed power down into her again using the dragon stone. The more power she pushed, the more she felt a resistance. There wasn’t going to be anything she could do.

      The idea that she could lose Eva this way . . .

      “Don’t,” Eva said.

      “I’m not letting you go.”

      “You can’t save me.”

      “I can. I did it once before.”

      “You can’t save me this time,” Eva said.

      Smoke started to dissipate, as if drawn away by the wind.

      Jayna cried out.

      She wasn’t about to leave her. She wasn’t about to do nothing.

      What had she learned about the Ashara?

      Heat.

      It was restorative.

      There was one thing she did know how to do.

      She got to her feet and hurriedly made a pattern. She placed points all around Eva, forming a star with her in the center.

      She could feel the energy as she worked, but she knew she needed something more. If she wanted this to be successful, she was going to need a focus—she was going to need more power.

      The bloodstone surrounding the dragon stone.

      Jayna didn’t care if it would change how she could draw upon the dragon stone ring; she only cared about drawing enough heat to feed Eva. She had seen Asaran in the outpost, standing in front of the fire, feeding his own power.

      She could do the same thing.

      Only this time, she wondered if she could give enough to Eva to save her. She had to act quickly. The smoke continued to drift, and somehow, Eva’s body was dissipating with it, drifting away. She needed to move quickly.

      Jayna stepped back.

      Then she pulled energy off the dragon stone ring and set it on top of Eva.

      As she did, she called upon sorcery.

      She would save her friend.

      She felt that energy building and poured it into the spell, which began to glow. It rapidly worked its way around and formed the star as it touched upon each of the points. From there, it struck the bloodstone and burst into bright light.

      It created something akin to a fireball. Jayna was forced to back away, the heat of it too much for her.

      She waited as the moments passed.

      I couldn’t have been too late. Not to save Eva.

      And then there was movement.

      It came from deep within the flames and seemed as if the flames themselves shifted, forming something with massive wings, a long jaw, and an enormous tail, but then that image flickered, the smoke and flame coalesced, and then they disappeared.

      Eva stood there, watching Jayna, light blazing in her eyes. “You saved me,” Eva said.

      “You’re back,” Jayna said.

      “It shouldn’t have been possible.”

      “I used the bloodstone. The dragon stone.”

      Eva held out her hand. The dragon stone ring rested in her palm, but the bloodstone was gone. “This is yours.”

      There was something different about Eva.

      “Thank you for your help. I could feel what you did when I faced those sorcerers,” Jayna said.

      “I think I was always meant to help you.”

      “If Asaran is right, then you were supposed to be the first one here.”

      She frowned. “And yet, I was here when I needed to be.” She tipped her head to the side. “I remember . . .” She shook her head. “I don’t know. The memories are there, but they’re faint.”

      That was better than they had been before.

      “We need to go get the bloodstone to seal off the cracked enchantment. I know we can use it for that, but I don’t know how to do it,” Jayna said.

      Eva tipped her head to the side again, and there was something strange about the way she did it, almost birdlike. Flames seemed to flicker in the back of her eyes.

      “Yes. I can see how that would work.”

      She began to emit smoke, though Jayna saw no blood this time, then she suddenly disappeared.

      Jayna frowned.

      Where had she gone?

      She looked around the clearing, but there was nothing. The sorcerers who had been destroyed were gone. There was nothing but darkness pressing in upon her. She took the Toral ring and slid it back onto her finger.

      “You did well.”

      Jayna spun to see a face appearing out of the darkness. “Ceran?”

      “You did well. I wasn’t expecting you to face this, but . . . Unfortunately, there has been more challenges than I realized.”

      “More challenges?” She tried taking a step forward, but she realized she could not.

      Ceran held her.

      It was strange, and different from the time he had transported her to show her the battleground; this time, it felt as if she couldn’t even move her limbs.

      “Let me go,” Jayna said.

      “In a moment,” Ceran said. “You have served well.”

      “I could serve better if you would tell me what I’m doing,” she said.

      “You know what you’re doing, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “I’ve been battling with your dark magic. Isn’t that enough? What more do you expect from me?”

      “A war is coming, Jayna.”

      “A war to release Sarenoth?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that the twelve are already freed?” When he didn’t speak, she laughed softly. “You didn’t know.”

      There was a moment of silence, and in the shadows, she could almost see Ceran’s face. “I didn’t know how many of them were. The constructs holding them should have held.”

      “Dorian told me that they never held. That was the secret.”

      He took a step forward. There was only a hint of shadow on his face, barely enough to hide his features. She had always wondered about Ceran, curious about what he looked like and whether she might even recognize him. Maybe she knew him as someone with a different name. Even now, as he stepped forward, a hint of light around him, she could not see enough to tell anything.

      “That should not have been,” he said.

      “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “He must be questioned. This is for you to do.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because it must be done.” Ceran smiled tightly. “And because I am prevented from doing so.”

      She started to laugh. “Prevented? What sort of Sul’toral is prevented from anything?”

      “Unfortunately, I am. You must find answers, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re not telling me what I need to know?”

      Ceran didn’t move, though she could feel something coming off of him. Maybe it was power, maybe it was something else, or maybe it was simply her uncertainty. A troubled thought began to come to her.

      All this time she had been serving Ceran, believing she had been serving the right side, attempting to combat the darkness. All this time, she had been using the Toral ring, one that granted her access to a greater power. And all this time, she had recognized that there was darkness right at the edge of that power.

      What if she’d been making a mistake?

      “Who are you, really?”

      Ceran shifted, coming toward her. “I have not lied to you, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “You haven’t told me the truth, either. Who are you? You wanted me to fight the dark, and I’ve done it, but have I truly been fighting the dark on your behalf?”

      He chuckled, sounding incredibly amused. “You have.”

      “And what of Rayna Qal?” She remembered where she’d heard that name before.

      “She still serves,” he said.

      “A Toral.”

      He chuckled. “Not quite. She was. She has moved on.”

      “Why didn’t she stop the attack here? Why wasn’t she able to prevent Dorian from doing what he intended?”

      “All of us have our limitations, and all of us have potential—including you, Jayna Aguelon. That is the reason I found you. That is the reason I came to you. You have always had potential, and I’m afraid we will need your potential in the days to come.”

      “If you are secretly Sarenoth . . .” she muttered.

      Jayna feared putting words to the concern that began to build within her, but she was not going to serve Sarenoth. She was not going to become one of his dark minions.

      Ceran chuckled again. “No. You are not serving Sarenoth.”

      “Then why won’t you come into the light?”

      “Because I cannot,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “With the enchantment cracked, I’m even more shadowed than before.”

      “You are?”

      “I am. But you can change that, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “We intend to use bloodstone to seal off the great enchantment.”

      “It should work—for a while,” Ceran said.

      “For a while? Then what?”

      “Then you must find the key.”

      “The key to stopping Sarenoth, you mean?”

      “No. The key to freeing me.”

      “Who are you, really?” Jayna asked again.

      He took one more step toward her, and the darkness surged, then faded. She was once more standing in the courtyard, and Eva was there, energy swirling around her, bloodstone in hand. She was already starting to seal off the cracked fountain, and Jayna could feel something shifting, a changing of energy.

      A voice drifted into her mind, one of power, that of Ceran, but not Ceran.

      “I am the light. I am Arathon.”
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      Jayna’s story will continue. Subscribe to my newsletter to be the first to learn when the next book will come. In the meantime, check out The Chain Breaker series set in the same world. Jayna and Eva make multiple appearances!
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Smoke and Memories. 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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