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      The village had a strange smell to it.

      Jayna didn’t think that she was necessarily sensitive to smells, but this one had a stench, and it seemed to overwhelm everything else around her. Normally, there would be fragrant flowers within the forest, the smell of damp earth, even some of the pungent aroma of tular root and despar - herbs that were prevalent in this part of the world and that she needed to use for spells a few times. None of that was all that noticeable now. Just the stench.

      “What do you think that is?” Topher asked.

      Jayna tapped on her dragon stone ring, twisting the smooth surface around her finger for a moment, tracing the bloodstone that had been worked into it. She could feel some of that bloodstone, along with the ability to augment the power from the dragon stone, but she didn’t dare reach into that power. Not yet and not unless she absently had to. She preferred to steer clear of her Toral power.

      “I don’t know. Maybe some creature got caught out here and is rotting,” she said, looking around the forest. She wasn’t accustomed to coming out here with Topher. But chasing the rumors that she was after, she hadn’t wanted to come completely alone. If something happened, she needed somebody with her to call to her friend Char.

      “I grew up on a farm,” Topher said. “This isn’t just some creature rotting.”

      She glanced over to him. Just when she thought she knew all that she could about him, he surprised her. He didn’t really strike her as a farm boy, but then again, he didn’t strike her as somebody who had much ability in the way of enchantments, and he had proven himself increasingly adept.

      “Let’s just keep moving,” she said, waving her hand toward the village that was just visible in the distance. She couldn’t see anything through the trees, but she had a sense that it was out there, that all she had to do was to find the village, and…

      She shook her head. It was little more than a dream for her. She had spent so much time and effort over the last year or so trying to uncover anything that she could about her brother, to see if there was any way to help him, but she had found nothing. Rumors, and little else. Even when she had come across his friend Matthew, he hadn’t known anything about what had happened to Jonathan. It came to the point where she started to think that maybe she would never find her brother.

      She’d been looking for him for so long that she no longer knew if she would find anything about him. When she did, she wondered if he would even recognize her. Jayna had changed so much over the last few years.

      “I wish Eva were here,” Topher said.

      “Me too,” she said softly.

      “She didn’t have to leave.”

      “I think she did,” Jayna said.

      Not because Jayna had sent her away or because there was any disagreement between the two of them, but because Eva needed to understand herself. Having learned that she was Ashara, she needed to come to terms with what that meant for her. It meant Eva really couldn’t stay. Regardless of how much any of them wanted her to, and Jayna suspected that Eva wanted to stay, she needed to understand herself and her purpose.

      If only Jayna had perfected some way of communicating with her. Char had tried, and Topher had his own technique with his enchantments, but everything they had attempted to use to ensure ongoing communication had been difficult.

      “Tell me again what you think we’re going to find out here?”

      Jayna looked over to Topher. He was often thickheaded, but there were times when he was even slower than usual. That stemmed partly from having been attacked by dark sorcerers, but partly it was just him, she suspected. Not that she would ever say that to him, and she certainly didn’t want to make him feel as if he still couldn’t help her, but it would be easier if he wasn’t so slow.

      “We are here because I’m looking for information about my brother, and it’s possible we may be able to find something here. And if I can, I want to learn what happened to him.”

      “What did happen to him?” Topher looked over, and they had paused at one point in the forest, not going any further.

      Jayna was trying to decide which spell she might need to use. She had different attacking spells, all of them fairly straightforward to create but probably more destructive than what she wanted here. There were other defensive spells that she had started to learn, but even those had an element of danger to them. Typically, the difficulty she had now was in the additional power that she had access to and how she could use the Toral ring and the bloodstone to augment almost anything that she did.

      “He’s a thief,” Jayna said softly.

      “You’ve told me that he’s a thief, but what happened to him?”

      Jayna looked over. “Have you ever had somebody that you care about who does something that’s destructive even though they know that it’s destructive?”

      “Well…”

      She frowned at him. “Well, what?”

      “I was thinking of Eva.”

      Jayna shook her head. “I’m not referring to Eva.” Then again, the comparison was fairly apt. Eva had been destructive. They had both cared about her, wanting to offer her whatever they could to help protect her and bring her back, but she had not been interested. She had been far more interested in drinking and filling the holes in her mind with wine until she had no choice but to find those answers.

      “My brother did something like that,” she said. “Not because he was trying to forget something, at least, I don’t think so,” she went on and started to question how much of what Jonathan had done was because of what had happened to their parents.

      It was an angle that she hadn’t really considered before, but perhaps she should have. If Jonathan had acted like that because of their parents, it might explain things differently. She shook her head again.

      “Anyway, he was a thief. Is.” She had to correct herself. Jonathan wasn’t gone. That was the entire reason that she was out here in this gods’ cursed place, looking for information about her brother, thinking that she might figure out where he had gone, and she might find whether there was anything that she might be able to do to help get him out. “He disappeared on me. I don’t know exactly what happened, only that he disappeared. I think he got caught, and no one who knows him is sure of what happened to him. But I’ve been looking. I don’t have any choice but to keep looking.”

      “And you haven’t wanted to ask that friend of his?” Topher shrugged, nodding to her. “I know he’s been around, well, he used to be around, and now he’s gone.” He frowned, his broad face wrinkling, making him look ridiculous. Was he having another of his moments? She preferred it when Topher had the competent, almost confident, side of him and didn’t really care for this side of him. “Where did he go, anyway?”

      “He’s a thief. He had to go back to whatever he was doing.”

      “Looking for your brother?”

      “I don’t think Matthew ever looked for my brother,” she said.

      The smell was starting to build, and Jayna was nauseated by it. She tried to ignore it, focusing on everything else around her, but that smell was too much. And as she focused on that stench, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was something almost familiar about it.

      She tipped her head to the side, breathing in carefully, slowly, not wanting to inhale too deeply. She didn’t want to call that stench into her, but at the same time, she didn’t think that she could go anywhere further until she knew.

      “I think I’ve smelled something like this before,” she whispered. “I don’t know why, and I don’t know what it is, only that there is some aspect to it that strikes me as familiar.”

      “Have we faced anything that smells like this?”

      Had she?

      There were dark creatures she and Eva had fought, especially recently, and many of them were foul, which often led to them smelling foul, but she didn’t remember anything quite like this. Maybe there was something here, though.

      She motioned for Topher to come with her. There was no point in lingering here any longer and taking their time. They need to keep moving, get up to the village, see if the blacksmith here had any word of Jonathan the way that she had been led to believe, and then go on.

      It was a weak tip to go on, but she’d gotten word of this village, the blacksmith, and marks that he had made that implied his connection to a specific sorcerer. It was enough for Jayna to append everything that she had been doing, to abandon her search for other dark sorcerers, including the sole Toral, and to come out here. Ceran would have to understand. Then again, Ceran would have to respond to her first, something that he often avoided doing.

      She twisted the dragon stone ring again. She took a deep breath and had the starburst spell ready.

      “Let’s go,” she muttered.

      “Do you think it would be easier to go at night?”

      She looked over to him. “At night? If we come in here in the middle of the night, we’re going to attract a very different kind of attention. And rather than trying to talk to us, which is what I would prefer, we would end up having somebody just attack us.” She shook her head. Sometimes he really was dense. “We can get the information we want without fighting.”

      “I just thought…,”

      “What?” she snapped, turning to him. “You just thought that I wanted to fight?”

      “You never shied away from it before,” Topher said.

      “I’m not trying to shy away from anything,” she said. “But there is a time and a place to use violence.”

      “I…” He shook his head again. “I’m sorry, Jayna. I wasn’t trying to upset you. I was just trying to tell you that… Well, I don’t even know what I was trying to tell you. I just wanted you to know that I’m here for you, and I’m willing to help you, and…,”

      She breathed out a sigh, suppressing the frustration that surged within her. This would be so much easier to do if she had Eva rather than Topher. Topher had his uses, but she was accustomed to going with Eva. Especially over the last year. She had become so much more than a friend.

      “Just stay behind me. If you need to, I gave you those enchantments, so use them, but not unless you need to.”

      “What exactly is the enchantment going to do?”

      “You’ve seen it. It’s an acoustical attack.” When he frowned at her, she shook her head again. “Sound. It will create a loud explosion of sound. And that will push back anyone.”

      At least it would push back anybody who wasn’t prepared for the possibility of a sonic attack. Jayna had seen that attack in action. It was effective and incredibly potent. She was increasingly thankful for the young dular who had given her those enchantments and for the opportunity those enchantments offered her; she could use them without killing someone.

      With the kind of fighting that she had done recently, she couldn’t help but feel as if fighting without killing was the better strategy. At least, it offered her an opportunity for answers that any alternative did not. There had been too many times when she had gone against a sorcerer who might have answers for her, including about Jonathan, and she had been forced to kill them before she had been able to get those answers. She tried to avoid it, but there were times when there wasn’t anything else she could do. It was then the only option that she had to take definitive action, the kind of action that meant that sorcerers died, or she did. It was an easy choice. Especially since most of those sorcerers were dark.

      She tapped on her pouch. She had several of these enchantments and could use them if it came down to it but preferred not to use up her enchantments if it wasn’t necessary. She started forward when the smells around her began to shift.

      She froze.

      That smell seemed to come from all around her. At first, she thought that it was permeating the forest, but there was a directionality to it, something that she hadn’t noticed before now. Now she could tell that it was seemingly coming from a specific direction, and not from within the village, but away from it.

      She started toward the village, taking another step, and then she paused again. She raised a hand behind her, motioning to Topher. She needed him to approach slowly. She also needed him to be quiet. She brought a finger to her lips, silencing him. He frowned at her, his brow wrinkling up, giving him that same ridiculous expression, but she ignored it.

      Everything within her told her that this was dangerous. She had been told about a blacksmith who would make a sorcerer’s marking, so of course, there would be some level of danger, but she hadn’t expected it out here in the forest in the middle of some village off to the east of Nelar. She hadn’t expected to run into any real danger.

      Of course, ever since coming to Nelar, Jayna had encountered danger in places and ways that she had never expected to before. It was more than just the type of sorcery that she encountered. There were other elements to it, other dangers, and as much as she had tried to keep herself focused on what Ceran asked of her, using her free time to dig into what happened to her brother, she had not had that chance.

      Jayna took a few more steps, and the smell shifted again. This wasn’t just rot. It had some purpose.

      She turned to Topher, holding her hand out, and then hurriedly formed a pattern, using the magic ball barrier that would protect them. She created a pattern around them and exploded outward. She didn’t use anything through her dragon stone ring, not wanting to call upon that power just yet. She couldn’t wait too long, though. Lingering here with this power around her would put them into danger. Both of them, but mostly Topher.

      The magic ball spell created an invisible barrier around them that muted sound so that everything seemed to be hushed. There had been some sound in the forest of insects buzzing, and an occasional squirrel chattering, and the steady gusting of wind, a slow buzzing, but that wasn’t what drew her attention, either.

      Rather, it was the silence. The emptiness. It was the absence.

      She turned in place. “The smell was moving.”

      “That was just the wind shifting,” Topher said.

      Jayna shook her head. “If that was just the wind shifting, it would’ve dispersed the smell. There’s a reason for it. Something purposeful about it.”

      And increasingly, she started to worry that there was some sort of dark power here. She hadn’t seen any dark creatures on the journey here, but there had been far too many around Nelar, so she wouldn’t be terribly surprised to find them chasing her and attacking.

      She crept toward the village.

      She held onto the magic ball spell, keeping it wrapped around her. Topher stayed close to her, following behind her. With each step, she dragged the magic ball spell with her. She didn’t know if she would lose that spell and was pleased to find that she could move it with her fairly easily. The spell itself was straightforward, and she had used it enough that she knew how to call upon it fairly easily. It was only difficult in maintaining concentration.

      At the edge of the village, Jayna realized what had been troubling her, but she hadn’t been able to put her finger on it. The village seemed empty. Rumors of Jonathan had come from here, though.

      Unless they hadn’t. What if this was some sort of a trap?

      She should have been focused on that, but instead, she been focused on the smells, the possibility that she would find her brother, and on any number of different things that had nothing to do with why she had come. The blacksmith. Finding her brother and learning some secret to what might’ve happened to Jonathan.

      A rustling sound came near her, and she turned, sweeping her hands out, and pushing the magic ball spell away from her. It served to press back any attack, but she still couldn’t see what struck the spell.

      “Something is out here,” Jayna said, her voice low and in a whisper.

      Topher turned, holding out his enchantments, which she knew weren’t going to do that much. Not out here, and not against something powerful. The rot stayed with her. Rot could be many things, and when she had first smelled it, she thought that it was natural, but now she believed that it was of some dark origin.

      But she needed to know what it was. That was the only way they would know what they were dealing with. An idea came to her, but it was going to be dangerous for her.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said, looking to Topher. “And I won’t do it if you aren’t comfortable with it.” She told him her plan.

      “You don’t want me to be bait, but you don’t have any problem being bait?”

      “But I’m not bait,” she said. “I have teeth.”

      “I have teeth,” he said, though his voice was soft, some of the faded Topher back.

      “I’m not saying you don’t. But I need to see if they might attack that barrier, but I also need to be the one to fight. I can’t do that while holding onto this.”

      “If you think it’s necessary,” he said.

      It wasn’t exactly necessary.

      “Again, if you aren’t comfortable with it, then I won’t do this.”

      “You want to find answers about your brother, don’t you?”

      “I do, but I don’t know if I’m going to get them here.”

      “And you’re supposed to deal with dark sorcery, aren’t you?”

      “I am,” she said.

      “Then it seems to me that this is exactly what you need to be doing. I’m not going to be the reason you don’t fulfill whatever obligation you have. That’s not going to be me. So if it takes letting me sit here, shielded while you do all the work, then do it. I’d still rather have Eva here.”

      So would I, Jayna didn’t say.

      She focused on the magic ball, and started to peel it away from her, wrapping it around Topher, and trying to hold it. It required she maintain that connection. As soon as she did, power took hold. The stench around her built, and there came a surge of movement directly toward her.

      She unleashed the starburst spell. As it sent sparks of energy all around her, she noticed dozens of creatures in the trees around her.

      “Oh, crap.”
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      Jayna braced and immediately began to form another spell. The starburst pattern spell wasn’t going to be enough. Still, she readied that spell, mostly because it was an easy one for her to form. It created a series of patterns and power that she could cast away from her that she anticipated would disperse any of these dark creatures.

      She exploded the spell out from her.

      It shattered, sparkles of light exploding around, and a strange buzzing shrieked.

      She shifted, adding the magic ball spell around herself, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to hear anything, either. Much like Topher couldn’t hear anything happening inside of the spell casing.

      He would see it, though.

      When the starburst spell passed, she waited, knowing that there would be another attack. Dark creatures didn’t simply abandon the hunt. She had a series of different attacks that she might use. The fire snake spell wasn’t useful against this many creatures. The starburst often would be, but it would involve drawing upon incredible power and using it consistently. She wasn’t sure that she could fire it repeatedly—or accurately.

      The other problem was that she didn’t exactly know what she was dealing with. She couldn’t even see whatever was out there. Some sort of invisible creature? Every so often, when her spell struck, she caught a flash of translucent flesh, but nothing more than that. What kind of dark creatures were these?

      Jayna hadn’t seen anything quite like this before. She had dealt with magical creatures countless times. She had even gotten to the point where she was comfortable with dealing with dark sorcerers, though that was still more of a challenge for her. Eventually, Jayna suspected that she would deal with more powerful and potent creatures.

      Even more than that, there were other dangers in the world that she had learned about. Toral. Sul’toral. Powers greater than that.

      Sarenoth.

      All of that was what Ceran prepared her for.

      But this shouldn’t be all that difficult. One of the creatures darted toward her. She sighed as little more than a shimmering, something that worked against the magic ball of energy that she had wrapped around herself, was pushing out and away.

      Jayna reacted, calling upon the starburst pattern again and sending energy exploding out. The creature staggered back, shooting away from her, toward the trees. It clung, looking something like a small squirrel, though with more intelligent eyes. It was practically translucent, making it difficult for her to even see. They were furred creatures, though the fur seemed to be casting invisible ripples.

      Magical ripples, she was certain. It suggested to her that whatever power they possessed made them invisible. She wished Eva were still with her. She had holes in her memory—or she had until recently—but she also had the experience that Jayna did not. She might even know what these creatures were.

      The creature made a strange sound. It was a buzzing sound that they’d been hearing through the forest. She twisted her dragon stone, trying to come up with a plan. The only thing that she could think of was the exact thing that she had suggested to Topher that he use. The concussive blasts.

      Jayna grabbed for a pair of those concussive enchantments. It would involve her using a different kind of power, but she thought she could pour some of her Toral energy into it. When the creatures darted toward her, she immediately added power into the enchantment, pushing through the bloodstone and modifying it.

      And she triggered it.

      It exploded.

      It wasn’t just a thunderous sound, this was wind, energy, and a wave of it exploded through the trees, rustling the leaves, slamming into those invisible creatures.

      They were tossed back. The buzzing ceased. Several of the creatures fell to the ground.

      Jayna held onto her enchantment, ready to throw it at the creatures.

      The buzzing had changed.

      The stunned creature scrambled to his feet and started away. Buzzing built again, an undulating sound that reminded her of insects in the night.

      But now, she could look for them and thought she might see them more easily.

      Where was Topher?

      She spun, twisting, ready to throw another spell out when she found him near a tree.

      “Is it over?”

      She released the magic ball spell around him and nodded. “I think so. I’m not exactly sure what those are. Some sort of magical creature, but I’m not even sure if they were dark creatures.”

      “Dark creatures don’t have to be dark-colored creatures, do they?”

      He wasn’t wrong. “These creatures are causing the buzzing around us.”

      “The insects? We’ve been hearing that ever since we left Nelar.”

      “Not ever since we left Nelar.” She hadn’t paid a whole lot of attention to it until now, but now that she understood what it was, and what was causing it, she recognized that sound hadn’t been there the entire time. “They’ve been with us for a while, but not ever since we left Nelar.”

      She motioned for him to follow, and they headed toward the village. She remained on edge, readying for the possibility that she would need to unleash another spell, thinking that if something else attacked her, she should probably default to the starburst spell, but she would add a hint of her Toral magic into it. She didn’t mind the consequences, especially if it kept them safe.

      There might be something more that she could do. She turned to Topher. “I need those enchantments back.”

      She took one of the enchantments and then used the Toral ring, letting the power flow through her, through the bloodstone, and into the enchantment. Cold bloomed in her arm, and she called upon the magic trapped within the Toral ring that connected her to Ceran, but it wasn’t quite as painful as she was accustomed to. Either that, or she had come to adjust to that pain, ignoring the way that it burned through her. When she was done, she handed it back to him.

      “What did you do?” He held it up to the light, and the silvery coloration to it had shifted. It still had a hint of color, but it was a different spread. There was a hint of blue within it, perhaps a stripe of yellow, but through it all was the soft glow that suggested to her that some aspect of the bloodstone had gone into the enchantment.

      Had she moved some of the bloodstone off of her enchantment, off of her Toral ring, and into the other enchantment. That wasn’t what she wanted to do. Having the bloodstone within the Toral ring granted it a different, modified strength. She hadn’t modified too many enchantments this way, though she knew that the technique was sound. She wondered how much more power she would add to the enchantments, though. There was a possibility that she would make them almost too powerful. It was one more thing she should probably be testing.

      “You look worried,” Topher said. “Did you do something wrong?”

      She shook her head again. “No. But this should help. You can use this, and it should create enough of an explosion to push back any dangerous attack. Now, just promise that you’ll give me some kind of alert if you’re going to use it.”

      She reached for his other enchantment, and he handed it over to her. She pressed it into her palm, and focused on the power of the Toral ring, then on that of the bloodstone, and focused on adding to the enchantment that was already there. She felt the cold burn through her hand, and then she released it. When she was done, the enchantment had shifted, changing colors much like the other one did. There was still a tinge of reddish coloration to it that seemed like it had taken on some aspect of the bloodstone.

      She looked down at her Toral ring. There was nothing different about it, though. At least, nothing that she had managed to see so far. Perhaps it would change over time.

      Jayna readied to move forward. “Let’s just get this over with. I feel like we’ve been spending so much time on this one village,” she muttered.

      “If it’s for your brother, then it’s not spending too much time, is it?”

      For Jonathan, she would do whatever it took. Rumors had guided her here, but when it came to Jonathan, that’s what she’d been chasing for the better part of several years. Those rumors had brought her no further answers—up until a dark sorcerer had come to Nelar. Then she had an understanding, but she didn’t know quite how her brother had gotten tied up with him.

      They started forward.

      As soon as she reached the outskirts of the village, the stench intensified. It hadn’t shifted, at least she didn’t think that it had, but why had it seemed like it had changed in the forest? She looked at one of the buildings. They were small, cozy wooden huts with thatched roofs. There was no sign of smoke, no sign of anybody here, other than the stench. She hurried over to the nearest hut, tapped on the door, and waited.

      When no one answered, she tested the door and then pulled it open. A foul odor drifted out. It was pungent, potent, and it overwhelmed her. She forced herself back.

      Jayna raised a hand. “Let’s be careful here.”

      “I would have preferred if you would have said that you have some sort of spell that might keep me from smelling this,” Topher said, staying close to her.

      “Anything that I could use might keep us from noticing of something else was here.”

      “What do you think is here?”

      She had no idea, and that worried her.

      She poked her head inside, looking around. When she did, the awfulness intensified. She created a quick pattern, a spell for glowing light, and sent it forward in front of her. It was a simple spell, and it didn’t take much energy or effort.

      It was a small home. There was a circular fire pit in the center of it. A table and chairs off to one side, what looked to be a kitchen, though small, and without much in the way of supplies. Nothing to explain the stench.

      “What’s that near the fire?”

      She looked toward the fire, having skimmed past initially. When she stopped, she realized what it was. A head.

      She stepped forward tentatively and began to form the magic ball spell around her again, holding that barrier upward. She gripped her own concussive blast enchantment, ready to unleash it.

      What sort of foulness was in this village?

      She approached and saw the head of a young woman. Long stringy hair hung down, resting along the ground now. Eyes were closed, but the mouth looked to be locked in a scream. That was what the foulness came from.

      “We need to check the other buildings,” she said.

      “Who did this?”

      “Dark sorcery,” she said. She twisted the Toral ring on her finger, readying for something different. She had feared dark creatures, but she hadn’t really expected to find a dark sorcerer out here.

      They went to the next home, and when she pushed open the door, the same foul odor greeted as before. She knew that she would find another head, or something worse, inside and was unsurprised to find the head of an older man. She pulled the door closed again.

      They went through the village. In every home, there was the same finding. A single head in the fire pit. They didn’t see anything else. Didn’t see any signs of life. But the heads were relatively fresh if such a thing could be said.

      She stopped in the center of the village.

      There were shops around her now. The blacksmith shop that had been the reason for her visit was here, though if the entire village had been slaughtered, she wasn’t going to find the answers that she wanted. And it was possible—probably likely, the more that she thought about it—that there had never been any answers present here. More likely than not, this had been some attempt to draw her out of Nelar and to threaten her.

      She motioned for Topher to stay behind her.

      “Why would they do that?”

      “Dark sorcerers have many different reasons for violence,” she said.” My concern is that the reason behind this is tied to a festival.”

      “Like what happened to me?”

      She nodded. “Festivals are a way to dark power. When used the way that I have seen in the past, they concentrate that power, and they permit the sorcerer to reach for something else.”

      The problem was that Jayna didn’t have enough experience with festivals, nor did she have enough experience with dark sorcerers accessing the kind of power that they granted, for her to know much about it. When she first started working with Ceran, she had dealt with dark creatures, and the idea that she might have to go after dark sorcerer seemed impossible. Now she thought she would much rather face a Toral, because at least she understood what they could do.

      “Do you think there could be a Toral here?” he asked, glancing down her ring.

      “I would have been warned if that were the case.”

      Would I, though?

      She had once believed that Ceran would warn her if there was any sort of danger, but lately, he had fallen silent. And more than that, she started to wonder if he might not have all of the answers. She didn’t even know who he really was, only that he was not like the other Sul’toral. She didn’t quite know what that meant for her, only that she now believed that he didn’t serve the Sul’toral.

      She didn’t know what that was, but now wasn’t the time for that, anyway.

      “I need to go into the blacksmith shop,” she said.

      “You think that’s going to be the source of all of this?”

      “Probably not the source,” she said, frowning as she looked around. “But I do think there’s something here tied to the rumor I heard.”

      “What if somebody wanted you to hear that rumor and come here?”

      “That has been my concern, too,” Jayna said.

      They were in a clearing, with buildings that surrounded them as if this were the center of the town. Something here felt strange, though she wasn’t exactly sure why or what it meant for her, only that the power seemed to shift the further she went through the town.

      She focused on the Toral ring.

      “Stay close to me,” she said.

      “Jayna?”

      “Get over here,” she snapped.

      Topher shuffled closer to her; his jaw was set. He looked around him, his gaze sweeping everywhere, and he seemed at least somewhat more confident than he had before.

      “Maybe you’re right that this was some sort of trap.”

      “Why with a target you? How would they even know to target you?”

      “It depends upon what rumors have been spread,” she said softly. She could feel the pressure, some shifting energy. Jayna had only seen one festival before, and she had no idea what was involved in others, but she couldn’t imagine the heads in the homes were a coincidence. “I’ve made some enemies now, and I think that….”

      Doors around her opened at one time. Black-robed people stepped out.

      Sorcerers.

      Her Toral ring constricted around her finger. Not just sorcerers, but dark sorcerers.

      Seven. And she and Topher were ringed. Circles had their own sort of power, especially with a sorcerer, but it wasn’t just the circle. It was a pattern that could be formed between seven different sorcerers. They would be able to create complicated patterns, augment any magic they called upon.

      She could use her Toral ring, but there was a possibility that she could still be overpowered, especially if there was a Toral here. She needed to learn why they targeted her. Then she would deal with them.

      “It is good you came,” a deep voice said.

      “You might as well pull the hood back. I’m going to see who I’m facing before all is done anyway.”

      The dark sorcerer laughed. “So confident. We’ve heard about what you’ve done to the others.”

      “Oh, you mean how I defeated several of your Sul’toral? Some of your powerful friends, and basically limited any attempt to control Sarenoth the way you intend.”

      She looked around to gauge which of these sorcerers would be the weakest. It was difficult to tell. The pressure built around her, leaving her to believe that the sorcerers were readying their attack. She was the focus of this festival. That was why they had called her out here.

      And they had used her brother to do so.

      The idea irritated her. They didn’t even need to use Jonathan. They could’ve simply drawn her out with the threat of dark magic. Then again, had they not been attacked in the forest the way that they had, Jayna wasn’t sure that she would’ve prepared for dark magic quite as much as she had before reaching the village. Crisscrossing lines of power worked around them, and she could feel it stretching from one sorcerer to the next, a surge of energy that was building all around her.

      This was so much easier when she had Eva with her. Eva and her smoke magic - that Ashara ability had some way of adding to what Jayna did. Topher wouldn’t be able to do the same thing.

      Seven dark sorcerers.

      She didn’t fear dark sorcerers the way that she once had, and now that she had the bloodstone Toral ring, she felt as if she were better equipped to handle this kind of dark magic, but she might not even need that. She had brought other protection.

      She dropped the explosive enchantment.

      “Stay close,” she said.

      Topher moved closer to her, and she wrapped a magic ball around them. As the enchantment exploded outward, she waited for it to strike the dark sorcerers. When it did, it seemed to wash over them and dissipate.

      The lead dark sorcerer took a step toward her. “Did you really think that was going to be effective?”

      “Well, I sort of thought it would,” she said.

      “You will be the culmination of this test.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t need to be tested,” she said. “And I’m not going to be anybody’s culmination.” She prepared to draw upon the Toral ring.

      “Oh, always so confident.”

      She frowned. “Do I know you?”

      “No. You’ve never known me.”

      There was something about the way that he said it, something that struck her as significant, though she wasn’t exactly sure why that was. Could he know her? She had discovered that dark sorcerers were a part of the Society. She had known quite a few sorcerers within the Society, so it was entirely possible that she knew this sorcerer already.

      Others were moving toward her. The lines of energy started to press, building. She couldn’t stand here for much longer, otherwise the spell they summoned would overpower her, regardless of whatever enchantment she might use.

      It was time to disrupt it.

      Jayna felt the energy within herself, the connection she had to the Toral ring, and she called on it. Cold burst in her hand, upper arm and immediately went through her chest. Her vision blurred for just a moment. She nearly lost her focus as that power burst through her.

      She started with the starburst pattern. She traced it out quickly and exploded it. It wasn’t a simple sorcery spell, and now that she added her Toral power to it, adding the bloodstone to it, there was an explosion of light that crackled outward.

      One of the sorcerers staggered backward. It disrupted the spell they were using around her.

      Jayna jumped forward. She focused on the lead sorcerer. She slammed into them, driving her hand into his chest, focusing on the Toral power within her. She had punched a sorcerer before, and it had been surprisingly effective. When she struck him, he went flying backward.

      He grunted, and the hood of his cloak fell back.

      “Kolathin Roan?”

      She had known him. They had gone into the Academy at the same time. He would be the same level as Char.

      He looked up at her. Kolathin it always been a handsome man and had always been friendly to her. They had never competed. What had changed for him?

      “You’re going to—”

      Jayna released another burst of power, unloading it on Kolathin.

      If there was one thing that she had learned of her time serving Ceran, it was that she couldn’t give up her attackers a chance to regroup. Even people that she had known. He was knocked unconscious.

      She spun. She still had six sorcerers to deal with.

      Topher was backing away.

      “No!” she called, but it was too late.

      He’d moved too far away.

      Three of the sorcerers surrounded him.

      Topher dropped his enchantment.

      Jayna braced. She had seen that seven of them could withstand the power of that enchantment, but what about three? The enchantment exploded, and it hit the nearest of the sorcerers, who attempted to deflect the concussive blast, but he wasn’t strong enough, and neither were the other two. They staggered, disrupting their power.

      She traced out the quick pattern for the snake spell and whipped it at the nearest one, letting those flames creep up to them. She was still holding onto her Toral magic, and she added more power to it. As she did, that energy crackled, and the person cried out, falling to the ground.

      Two.

      She twisted, turning her attention to the next nearest. They were coming on either side of her. She had to react quickly. It meant either to spells or something that would explode diffusely.

      She still had one more concussive blast. She dropped it, letting that power explode outward. It was enough of a distraction. The other sorcerers fell back and away from her. Jayna darted forward, readying a different attack.

      She whipped the snake spell, a thin line of fiery power, at one of the dark sorcerers, drawing it tight, and then jerked on another. They were both down.

      She looked over Topher.

      The three sorcerers were stunned but still coming toward him.

      She darted toward one, slamming into him. She blasted another with the starburst spell and spun to another, using a lance of flame, sending it blasting into his chest.

      Then she stopped, panting.

      She had to release the Toral power. It was burning through her, almost overwhelming, and she didn’t want to hold onto that any more than she needed to. That energy coursed through her, though, making it difficult for her to feel anything else.

      As she released it, there was a strange darkness fluttering along the corners of her vision, enough that she worried that she was getting drawn by it. The dark temptation. She forced it down completely.

      “Now what?” Topher asked.

      Seven dark sorcerers.

      She twisted her Toral ring. “Now we have to hope Ceran answers.”
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      When the first of three sorcerers arrived, Jayna knew they were coming. She had felt Char nearing her. She supposed that she could’ve tried to communicate with him, now that she knew that there was some connection between them that they could speak across distances through the linking spell that she’d formed, but she hadn’t tried—other than to ask Char to come.

      She’d gone to him when Ceran hadn’t answered. Again. Seven dark sorcerers were more than she could deal with on her own. As much as she’d hated getting Char involved, this was the kind of thing that he needed to know about.

      “This is it?” she asked, getting to her feet, making her way over to Char.

      He was dressed in his maroon robes of the Society and had a dark frown on his face. He seemed sterner than she remembered, but it was not just the sternness. It was the undercurrent of anger that seemed to burn within him as well.

      “What are you doing, Jayna?” Char asked, getting closer to her. He looked around the village. “Did you come out here searching for dark sorcerers?”

      She held up her hand, flashing the Toral ring. “That is sort of the deal,” she said.

      “How did you know they were going to be here?”

      She looked at the other sorcerers. They had gathered the seven together, all of them incapacitated by Jayna, and thankfully all still living. She used a series of enchantments to bind them. They weren’t going anywhere. At least, not until whatever other dark sorcerer—or Toral—came for them.

      “I was coming for word of my brother,” she said.

      He frowned at her. “Why would there be word of Jonathan out here?”

      “That’s just it; I’m not exactly sure.” She had shared with him what she had known of Jonathan and the mark she had found regarding Gabranth, but she really didn’t know what else to make of it. She’d been chasing that connection. It was the only one that she really had, the only one that she thought might help her find answers about her brother, but so far, that lead had brought her nowhere. Emptiness. A lack of answers.

      That, combined with all the time that she’d been spending trying to chase down dark sorcerers and Toral, had left her with not nearly enough time to try to find anything that would help her find her brother.

      “So you came out here, and you just happen to interrupt what?”

      Even after everything that she’d gone through, everything that she had done on behalf of the Society, however indirectly, Char still questioned.

      She couldn’t blame him, really. How could she, especially when everything that Char knew about sorcery, and the Society, told him that they were the ones to be trusted and that what she was doing, the way that she was chasing dark magic, was to be questioned.

      “I think they were targeting me,” she said.

      “Why would they target you?”

      She nodded to Kolathin. “That’s what I want to find out.”

      Char sighed as he looked at him. “I haven’t seen him in a long time. But he’s not supposed to be here.”

      She arched a brow at Char. “Oh, really? Let me guess. He’s supposed to be somewhere, serving somebody with some real potential, likely somebody who is quite well renowned within the Society.”

      “Don’t,” Char said.

      “Why? Are you afraid of what’s going to happen if people start to question the sorcerers within the Society?”

      “Yes,” Char said. “I don’t need to get into a philosophical debate with you, but if people start to question the Society, you and I both know what will happen.”

      Jayna had been questioning the Society ever since leaving it. “They might realize that the Society isn’t going to be able to protect them from the dark sorcerers?”

      Char took a deep breath, and he twisted the sleeves of his robe. “You aren’t making this easy,” he said.

      “I’m not trying to make this difficult,” she said. “And it’s not even my fault. It’s the dark sorcerers who’ve infiltrated the Society who made this the issue.”

      And it wasn’t even a matter of infiltrating the Society. It was more matter that the sorcerers were the ones who probably founded the Society. They were the ones responsible for everything, from training other sorcerers to infiltrating it to guiding many of the sorcerers down the path to darkness.

      Char didn’t want to hear that, though.

      “I suppose we can bring them back to Nelar, and then I can send word to the Society,” Char said. “We will ensure that the dark sorcerers are questioned. They aren’t going to escape punishment.”

      Jayna wasn’t so sure. Still, this was part of what she needed. It was the reason she had called Char, anyway. She hated that she was using him—again—but given his connection to her through the linking spell, she suspected that he detected some aspect of it. Maybe he even approved and was talking more for the other sorcerers around him than he was for her.

      “Then I can follow who comes for them,” Jayna said.

      “Is that all that you wanted?”

      “I’m not using you, Char,” she said, realizing how this might seem. “I tried to call Ceran first. He didn’t respond, and honestly, why wouldn’t you want to find out who was interested in chasing down these sorcerers? Would you want to know who within the Society is not trustworthy?”

      Char took a deep breath, letting out slowly. He looked at the village. She could almost feel his irritation through the linking spell. “What is this place?”

      “Berdalat. An old village, and one that used to be wealthier, but time changed that for them.”

      “That’s not the question,” he said. “My question is why here. What did they think to accomplish by coming to this place in particular?”

      “They came here to use me. I don’t exactly know what they intended or why I would make a useful target for a festival, but that’s what it was.” While waiting on Char, she’d been considering that, and though she knew that was what they intended, it still didn’t make complete sense to her. Why her and not someone else? Unless this was some sort of a test. At least, that was what Kolathin had suggested.

      “We need to get Kolathin to come around, then I need to question him.”

      “He is under the protection of the Society,” Char said.

      “And you won’t let me have a chance to question him?”

      “I’m sorry, Jayna. Until I know more, I don’t know that I can.”

      She snorted. “I’m the one who helped you realize how deep the rot within the Society is. And who captured them. Oh. Wait. I also called you here.”

      “I know,” he said. “And I’m still trying to sort that out for myself.”

      She breathed out heavily, frustration filling her. “Fine. You do know that you wouldn’t have found them were it not for me. I’d like a little credit here, Char. Just a little. I don’t need you to hold some sort of ceremony on my behalf, but I would like credit.”

      “I’ll make sure the Society knows that you were responsible.”

      Was that what she wanted?

      “I just want to know what he knows,” she said, looking over to Kolathin.

      Char shook his head.  “That’s not what I’m asking. What I’m asking is, why are you still in Nelar? You’ve already found several different dark sorcerers. Why would you want to stay there, of all places?”

      It wasn’t because of Char, and he knew it. And ultimately, that was what she suspected he was getting at. He wanted to know why she was making his life difficult.

      “Because I have no other choice,” she said.

      “You have a choice. You can serve this Ceran of yours any place. You don’t need to stay in Nelar to do it.”

      “I think what happened here tells me otherwise,” she said. She looked over Topher. “Are you ready to go back?”

      Topher turned away from the sorcerers that were gathering up the fallen dark sorcerers, and he looked at Char. “Are we going back? Don’t you want to help them?”

      “They apparently seem to think that they don’t need my help. They didn’t even need my help in identifying these dark sorcerers. Of course, the Society was always aware that the sorcerers were infiltrated and that these sorcerers were serving some other purpose.” She made a point of keeping her voice loud enough for the others to hear and ignored the way the Char glowered at her.

      This should be easier. With Char, she thought that the two of them should be able to work through this in a very straightforward manner and that she shouldn’t have to worry about the Society, but he didn’t want to work with her.

      He was more interested in protecting the integrity of the Society. She had thought that after revealing the truth about his mentor within Nelar, he would have changed his mind, but it only seemed to make him dig in deeper as if burying his head to hide from the fact that there was a greater danger at play within the city.

      She glanced over to Char. “Don’t let them go; otherwise, you’re going to have a difficult time getting them back.”

      “We know how to hold dark sorcerers,” Char said.

      “You just don’t know how to identify them,” she said.

      She motioned to Topher, and they made their way through the trees. As they went, she heard the buzzing but saw no further sign of the creatures. She still needed answers about them. She didn’t think they were a part of the festival and wasn’t even sure that there were dark creatures, but why were they there, then? Better yet, why had they attacked her?

      Topher kept asking questions, but Jayna answered in single words as they made their way back to Nelar. It was late in the day by the time they reached the city.

      “I can stay with you,” he said. “You don’t need to do whatever it is it you’re going to do on your own. I—”

      Jayna forced a smile. “I’m fine,” she said. “Really. And I’m just going to look for some information. I don’t need you with me for this. Besides, I think you can go and have some downtime.”

      “Well, Robert might not mind if I stop into the tavern.”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t,” she said.

      “Do you think Eva might have returned?”

      She smiled tightly. “I doubt it,” she said. “If Eva returned, we would’ve known about it.” Then again, she wasn’t exactly sure if that was true. She had no idea if she would know if and when Eva returned. She had no idea when Eva intended to return. Only that she claimed she was coming back. She had gone off looking for information about herself. Wasn’t that something like what Jayna had done?

      She waited until Topher had left, and then she started through the streets.

      Nelar had its own stench to it, one that came from the phosphorescent moss glowing and growing along the buildings, but she had grown accustomed to that in the time she had been in the city. She knew where she would go for answers, even though it was easier to do this with Eva.

      As she made her way through the city, passing a market off in the distance selling enchantments, she twisted her Toral ring, attempting to reach for Ceran again. She had been trying to connect to him ever since the attack in the forest, but there had been no response.

      This was even more unusual for Ceran. Typically when she tried to reach him as repetitively as she had, he would eventually get back to her in some way, but he had been silent. By the time she reached the part of the city where she would find Telluminder’s shop, she had decided that she would have to do this without Ceran.

      It wasn’t altogether surprising. At this point, she suspected that she would need to do this without him. It would just make it easier if he got involved more than he had. She still didn’t know whether something greater was limiting him from reaching her. She also didn’t know if she’d ever seen him in the flesh. She had thought that she had, but each time she suspected there was a connection to him, she wondered if he had ever really been there.

      She stopped in front of the shop before pushing open the door. It was dark, with a hint of a glowing lantern and one end of the store. She made her way through the store, glancing at the rows of enchantments lining the shelves, but ignoring them for the most part. She didn’t need any of these enchantments. There were plenty of other options for her, places that she could get them other than this.

      “May I… Oh. Jayna.”

      She looked down at Telluminder. He was short, roughly about up to her waist, with the massive head, tufts of hair rising out of his ears, and a sour expression on his face. He often looked that way, though she tried not to take any offense. He seemed to have that same expression for everyone.

      “It’s good to see you, as well, Telluminder.”

      “Let me guess. You came here to ask me about your friend Eva Rekayth.”

      She looked over, and she frowned. “No, but have you heard something about her?”

      If so, he would have heard more than Jayna. Then again, she had a suspicion that Telluminder had access to resources that she did not. He had contacts in the magical world that she did not. She didn’t even know what kind of being Telluminder was, only that he looked human enough. Still, she suspected that he wasn’t human.

      “Unfortunately, not. So. If not her, then why are you here?”

      “A few reasons,” she said.

      “Only a few? Oh. And here I thought that I didn’t have anything to be worried about.”

      “If you would prefer I get my information from someone else, I’m more than happy to take my business elsewhere.”

      “That would be an issue if you had any business,” Telluminder said. “When in fact, we both know that neither you nor she ever bothered to come to spend any money. You are always after information. And, unfortunately, that is not the trade that I practice in.”

      She looked around the inside of the shop. “You know things, Telluminder.” When he arched a brow at her, she leaned forward, resting her elbows on the counter. “Have you ever heard of an invisible creature? Travel in packs. Look something like a squirrel, though more humanlike?”

      Telluminder frowned. “Where did you see this?”

      “There was a village outside of the city, and I went looking for information. I came across something worse.”

      “Worse?” He pressed his lips together in a tight frown.

      “Oh, look,” Jayna said. “It seems to me that Telluminder wants information from me. Then again, you only come to me when you want information,” she said, shaking her head. “I certainly wish that the two of us would be able to have a conversation when you had something else that I might be able to provide for you.”

      Telluminder glowered at her. “Tell me what you want, Jayna, and I will decide if the terms are reasonable.”

      “I told you what I want. I just wanted to know if you knew anything about these creatures.” It wasn’t the only thing she wanted. She would get to that later.

      “They are not dark creatures,” he said. “I suspect that was your concern.”

      She nodded. “Then what are they?”

      “That answer is far more complicated. They have an intelligence to them, but they, at least the ones that you saw, were probably the workers. The warriors. They serve another.”

      “They serve somebody?”

      “They serve their queen. Think of it like a hive of bees or ants. They are something like that. Only more intelligent, and if possible, even more organized.”

      She found that surprising. “So the queen is really the one who is intelligent.”

      “And she wouldn’t have sent them there. At least, I wouldn’t have expected something like that.”

      “You still haven’t told me what they are.”

      “They are called volantinkar. I don’t know what you may call them.”

      “And are they dangerous?”

      She remembered the way that they had attacked the barrier she had erected. She suspected that they must have some danger to them, along with some sort of power. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been able to assault her nearly as easily as they had.

      “Dangerous in some aspects,” he said. “If you were targeted, and the queen directed that attack. I’m not exactly sure why. I am guessing that if they withdrew, they only did it because the queen changed her mind or directed them somewhere else.”

      “Or I scared them away.”

      “I doubt that even you would be able to scare them away,” he said.

      She found that comment surprising.

      “Why would they have been there?” Telluminder asked her. “They would need some reason, which suggests to me that whatever you found outside of the city was significant.” He hopped up onto his stool, putting him at eye level with her. “Let me guess. You found some dark magic.”

      “I did,” she said, frowning. “How did you know?”

      “Because they tend to feed on it.”

      “You said they aren’t dark creatures.”

      “And they are not. They feed on it, destroying it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” she said.

      He shrugged. “It’s not a matter of making sense or not. It is what it is. They feed on dark magic, consuming it. It is a strange thing to describe. And they aren’t destructive, not by their own nature, but the power they possess tends to destroy other destructive magic.” He waved his hand. “It is all complicated, and I’m sure it is beyond your comprehension.”

      “I think I can manage,” she said.

      “I have seen otherwise.” He tapped on the counter. “What sort of dark magic?”

      “There was a festival,” she said.

      He frowned again. “So soon?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I suppose I should say so soon in this part of the world. You’ve already drawn the attention of great dangers, Jayna. And if they are willing to hold another festival so close to where they know you to be, suggests they don’t fear you.”

      “I don’t think that they have any reason to fear me at all,” she said.

      “You might be surprised. You have proven yourself capable. And you have proven yourself the threat to them.”

      “Well, that does fit with what I thought that I saw.” She described the element of the festival, how it seemed to be targeting her, and how it was referenced as a test. “Now I have to rely upon the Society doing the right thing, bringing them to justice, if justice can be had for dark sorcerers.”

      “You intend to use them.”

      She shrugged. “I think that I need to. Once Char decides to bring them from the city, bring them to the Society, I can follow the Society and see who comes.”

      Telluminder leaned back, gripping the counter, and the tightness to his face started to fade, and it was replaced by a hint of a smile, one that slowly crawled across his face. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Why can’t I be serious?”

      “You intend to try to root out all of the darkness within the Society?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. When you put it that way, it does sound like a bit much, but I’m not exactly sure I have much choice in the matter.”

      “There are other ways that you could go about chasing down dark sorcerers.”

      “Well, I have learned that most of the dark sorcerers tend to work within the Society, serving Sul’toral within it. And without being the case, I think that I need to do everything that I can to try to chase down that danger.”

      Telluminder shook his head. “You can’t do this alone.”

      “I don’t have much choice,” she said.

      He glanced at her hand. She never knew just how much of her past he knew. She had shared with him more than she had shared with most within the city, but that was because she thought the Telluminder wanted much of the same that she did.

      “What about Eva?”

      “When she returns, she can join in the fight,” Jayna said. “Until that time, I’m going have to do this on my own.”

      He let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t like it, but it seems that I might have to help you.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “Well, I don’t like your presence in the city.”

      “It seems that is an ongoing theme,” Jayna said.

      “Not because I don’t care for what you’re doing. Dark sorcery and dark magic need to be removed, but I don’t care for the way that you have drawn attention to me.”

      “I haven’t necessarily drawn any attention to you, Telluminder.”

      He didn’t say anything, only glanced down, leaning under his counter, and pulled out a large box. When he flipped it open, he started to sort through it. Jayna thought that it might be some money trunk, but instead, he began to hand several different enchantments across the counter to her.

      “What sort of attention don’t you want?” she asked Telluminder.

      He shook his head. “I’m not involved,” he muttered.

      “Telluminder?”

      He looked up at her then. “You can question me all you want, Jayna, but you aren’t going to get any more answers than I have already given you. And seeing as how I have told you that I’m going to help, I think you would do best not asking any more questions.” He slipped over an item that he had on the counter. It was a small enchantment. She recognized patterns on the surface, though she didn’t know what they were for. When she looked up at Telluminder, he was nodding slowly. “You must be careful with this, Jayna. What I give to you is old. And by old, I mean old.” He nodded to the trunk, closing the lid, and slipped it back on the counter. He left the enchantment on the counter. “This is the help that I may offer you. You will need to explore what they do but know that enchantments like this were the key to defeating the Sul’toral before.”

      “The Sul’toral weren’t defeated before,” she said. “It seems that they only went into hiding.”

      “And isn’t that a form of defeat?” He looked up, arching a brow. “Do you think that they have been able to remain active?”

      “Well—”

      “No. They have been quiescent. They have not continued their attempt to free Sarenoth. These are part of the reason. Not all of it, mind you, as there aren’t many who know, but enchantments like these, made by masters who learned from those who thought to free that danger, are the ones who managed to restrict their activity. You may use these, Jayna. And if this provides with some answer, then know that I did not intervene.”

      She looked up at him again, starting to smile. “Why do you keep saying that?”

      “Because it must be said.”

      “What does it do?”

      “I have not been able to determine. This is old, and you will need to find the key to it in order to understand the power within it. There are others, but I’ve only acquired the one. But they are powerful. Perhaps there are some dular who can help you piece together the truths behind these. Or perhaps you can use sorcery. I cannot divine those answers.” She reached for them when Telluminder slapped her on the top of the hand. “Be careful with it,” he snapped.

      “I am going to be careful with it,” she said.

      “And I would like it back when you are finished.”

      With that, she started to smile. “When I’m finished with what?”

      “With all of this,” he said, waving a hand. “I would like you to return it. For academic purposes.”

      “I never took you for a scholar,” she said.

      “You never took me for much of anything,” Telluminder said. He hopped off his stool and headed toward the back door as if he was going to leave her.

      “Hey,” she called. Telluminder stopped. “If you hear anything—”

      “If I hear anything about Eva, I will pass on word to you. I think you will need it.”

      “Not just her,” Jayna said. She hadn’t asked Telluminder for information about her brother directly before. Only indirectly. If he was helping with this—at least, helping in the way that he claimed he wasn’t helping—then maybe he would know something more. Maybe he would be able to help her out. “I’m looking for somebody else. My brother. He disappeared not long ago. He’s a thief. If you catch with word of anything about him, I would be in your debt.”

      Telluminder turned back to her, regarding her with dark eyes. She realized that maybe she had made a very different promise than she had intended.

      “You would be in my debt?”

      “Well…”

      “I don’t intend to force you to serve, but you indebted to me might be beneficial,” he said, frowning. “I will think on it.”

      “You won’t help?”

      “If I find anything, I will think on it.”

      She supposed that was all she’d get out from him.

      At this point, she didn’t have any other choice. She gathered the enchantments, carefully placed them into her pocket to examine later, and said nothing as Telluminder departed.

      She needed to get back to the Society outpost to watch. She needed to be ready for when Char arrived and ready to follow wherever he brought the dark sorcerers.
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      The streets were more crowded than when she had gone into Telluminder’s shop. The air had the strangely pungent aroma of the glowing moss, and she tried to ignore that stench swirling around her, focusing only on what she saw, but she couldn’t. She found that it was almost overwhelming.

      Moss glowed everywhere. It practically illuminated her path, though she didn’t need the light from the moss to guide her way. There was plenty of light coming from the moonlight overhead, from the light in various windows, and even from light carried by people in the street.

      A crowd was forming in front of her. She heard challenging shouts, and she couldn’t help but worry about where they were heading, what it meant. She found herself caught up in the crowd. The last time there been a crowd like this, a dark sorcerer had influenced it.

      Was that happening again?

      Char was supposed to be bringing the sorcerers back to the city, and if there was somebody here influencing the crowd, making it difficult for Char to bring them to the outpost, then she might have to intervene. Jayna wasn’t completely convinced that would be necessary, but ever since the last attack, the Society and the dular had been on edge. There had always been a measure of distrust between the two factions, and for good reason, but it had amplified lately.

      She heard chattering. Jayna tried to listen, but as she leaned close to try to hear what others were saying, she couldn’t make out much of anything. There was a sense from them of irritation, almost anger, but she didn’t know why.

      She didn’t feel anything. Typically when there came dark magic around her, her dragon stone ring would start to act out, vibrating and constricting so that she was aware of dark magic. There was none of that now. Just the sense of the crowd. There was unease here. Jayna could practically feel that but didn’t know if there was some sort of external influence. It was possible, though.

      She forced her way through the crowd, holding onto a tracing of the magic ball spell around her as she moved, pushing people slightly away. It created just a bit of pressure that they were forced to step off to the side, granting her space. When she reached the edge of the city, she found Char.

      She knew that she would, though. She felt him through her linking spell.

      There were the three sorcerers from the Society, including Char, moving the seven captured sorcerers back. They had a contingent of soldiers around them. She hadn’t even known that Char had any protection, but somehow he must have arranged them. The crowd was pushing close, but the three sorcerers held out a strange spell, pushing them back. They drove forward, like a phalanx driving the crowd apart.

      Jayna shuffled close, and as they began to work through here, Char glanced in her direction. She could feel him in the back of her mind, that same linking spell that had always been there ever since she’d gone to the Academy, glowing in her mind, helping to tell her that he was there, but she noticed something else. The linking spell had started to evolve lately. Some of it was how she had been using it, but some of it was tied to her own connection to magic, Toral and otherwise.

      “Jayna?”

      She spun. Topher had found her. That was surprising.

      “How did you know to find me?” she asked.

      “I gave you that enchantment, remember? It lets me track you.”

      She supposed that it did. It allowed her to track him, as well, and that was more useful, usually, but if he could use it to track her, she supposed there was some benefit in that as well. Not that she necessarily wanted him to find her, but if it came down to having help, especially given everything they had gone through, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was a need to have Topher.

      “What’s been going on?”

      “Well, look,” Topher said, waving his hand to the crowd. “The dular aren’t very happy with the Society. With what has been taking place recently, and how many times of the Society has attacked, there are quite a few of the dular who feel like the Society needs to leave the city.”

      “I’m sure the Society loves that,” she said.

      “Well, you knew things were getting more unsettled.”

      “I suppose I did,” she said.

      “I’ve been warning you.”

      She looked over to him. “You haven’t warned me it was to this point.”

      “I told you there have been stirrings.”

      She snorted. This was more than just a stirring. Then again, this was not just a dark sorcerer here. This was natural anger. There wasn’t anything that she could do to calm this crowd. She could feel the sorcerers attempting to do that very thing, with Char attempting to use some aspect of his magic to suppress the crowd, but he wasn’t willing to do that as aggressively as Jayna would have. He viewed it as some aspect of dark magic, even though it was not. If it were dark magic, she wouldn’t have expected him to use it at all.

      “I don’t know how they’re going to make it back to the outpost,” she said.

      “They aren’t going to fully attack,” Topher said. “At least, I don’t think so. They’ve been keeping an eye on the Society, I think they aren’t thrilled with what the Society is doing, but I don’t think they’re going to do anything to them.”

      Jayna wasn’t entirely sure whether that was true or not; she couldn’t tell. The only thing that she was aware of was the pressure that was coming through here; the pressure was building around her, suggesting that there was something more at play here. And she could feel that pressure, she could feel the way that was building, she could feel something else within it.

      “The dular have something with them,” she muttered. She turned in place. The crowd was moving past her, following the sorcerers and the line of dark sorcerers going with them. “Something’s going to happen. Now.”

      “How do you know?”

      “A feeling,” she said.

      And she hated that she had that feeling, hating that there had to be something to it, but more than that if they were to attack now, there was a very real possibility that the dark sorcerers would escape. Jayna would lose her opportunity to track them back to the Society and find who was responsible.

      Jayna pushed her way forward so that she could follow the procession. She held enchantments in hand, readied a spell in case she needed it, but was careful not to make it too potent. The crowd followed, and from the strange uneasiness that she detected, she worried that there was still too far to go through the city. Even once they reached the outpost, with a crowd like this, there was no guarantee that it would be safe.

      “This is only going to bring the Society into the city even more,” she said, looking over Topher.

      He had stayed close to her, but he didn’t have any enchantments out. In this place, with the violence starting to bubble up, she thought that maybe it be better if he just returned to their home.

      “Maybe that would be good,” Topher said. “Didn’t you say that you wanted to figure out who was in on this Society, and who could be trusted?”

      “Not this way,” she said. “I need to know, but I’m not sure that this is the way that we should be doing it.”

      “Well—”

      Topher didn’t have a chance to finish.

      There came a series of blasts all around. About a dozen in total, all of them erupting with sound, blasting power, and throwing energy directly at her.

      For a moment, she thought of the dark sorcerers had escaped, and they were targeting her, but that wasn’t it. It was the same concussive enchantment she had on her, and somebody was using it.

      Soldiers were tossed back, and one of them slammed into a nearby building. They didn’t get up.

      One of the sorcerers had collapsed, though she didn’t think that was Char.

      She darted forward and realized it wasn’t him. He remained on his feet, standing with others near him, and Char had his hands pressed out from him, holding onto a protective barrier. It would help him hold the crowd back, but not for very long.

      The crowd surged forward.

      She had to help.

      “Are they trying to save the dark sorcerers?” Topher asked.

      The dular had surged forward, and there were hundreds of people pressing in, trying to get past the soldiers. The other two sorcerers, Char included, were standing, trying to create a barricade to protect the captives, but it wasn’t going to be enough.

      Jayna darted forward, stepping into the middle of the crowd.

      Using the magic ball spell, she pressed her hands out from her and called upon the power. She drew upon the power within her Toral ring, cold burning through her hand, upper arm, into her chest. The power that she used began to build, exploding outward in a vast, expansive burst of energy. She braced for the power she was holding onto.

      Topher was on the other side of her magic ball spell. Char and the other sorcerer were inside. She had not managed to hold the third sorcerer, who was off to the side of the street, nor had she managed to get all the soldiers inside it. The only thing that she had really focused on were the captives.

      And she was missing one.

      Not Kolathin, but one of the others.

      She looked around the crowd, but she didn’t see where they had gone. The crowd had swarmed, grabbing the captive and the fallen sorcerer.

      “What are you doing?” Char asked.

      “I thought I was helping you,” Jayna said. “If you would rather me leave you behind, let these people attack you, then I certainly can, but I thought that maybe my friend, or at least somebody that I thought was my friend, could use some help here. The crowd is getting unruly, and they think that you have captured some dular.”

      Char’s eyes widened slightly. “That’s what they think?”

      “What did you think was going to happen when you come marching through here, soldiers at the ready, captives bound?”

      “I guess I wasn’t thinking,” he muttered.

      “No. You weren’t thinking.”

      She was having a hard time keeping mad at him, keeping her focus on the crowd around her, trying to suppress the people from getting too close. She had to stay focused here.

      “Keep moving,” she said. “I can hold this as we walk, but it’s not easy.” Char regarded her for a moment, and she could imagine him telling her to leave him, but thankfully, he motioned for her to keep moving. “Look at this,” she said. “Char has decided to show a little wisdom,” she said.

      “Don’t push it,” Char said.

      They slipped along the street. She had to push the magic ball spell outward. She held onto her Toral power and could feel that cold burning through her, washing over her arms, chest, and everything within her. It was overwhelming. She tried to ignore the pain within it, trying to focus only on moving forward, keeping the captives moving, but she could scarcely walk.

      They rounded a corner, making their way toward the Society outpost when a blast of energy struck. It was followed by a pulsing within her ring.

      Dark magic.

      “It seems their sorcerer friend managed to regroup,” Jayna said.

      “What?” The question came from the other sorcerer, who looked all around, his eyes wide, panic visible. He was older than her and Char, with a thin beard lining his cheeks, but there was an innocence in his eyes.

      “Does he even know what we’re dealing with?” she asked.

      “He knows,” Char said.

      “And this is the help they sent you?” She started to laugh. “It seems like the Society wants you to fail, don’t they?”

      “Jayna—”

      “I don’t need you to challenge me on this,” she said. “I’m just saying that he isn’t really equipped to offer you much in the way of help, is he?”

      Char looked over the sorcerer. “Be prepared to calm them.”

      “I’m not so sure that calming them is going to do much at this point,” she said. “You may need to be prepared to do something a little bit more aggressive, heavy-handed, and if that doesn’t work—”

      “We aren’t doing anything more than that,” Char said, looking over to Jayna. “I know how you feel about the Society, and I know that you think that we need to follow you, but in this case, I am in charge of the outpost.”

      “I’m not saying that you aren’t,” she said.

      And she realized that she probably owed Char an apology. She’d been tormenting him, but he was doing his best. No different than her. She was trying to do her best, trying to do anything that she could for her to stop dark sorcerers.

      Char was trying to do anything that he could to protect the Society.

      “Let’s get them back to the outpost,” Jayna said. “Once there, you can do whatever you want, including getting a hold of the Society to help you. But we need to get there first.”

      Char watched her, and she half expected that he wanted to object, but she pushed through the linking spell, trying to tell him what she wanted.

      But she didn’t have the time or the focus. There was too much going on around her. She could feel the occasional constriction of her ring, the sense of dark magic, and she knew she didn’t have time to linger. Char wouldn’t know the same thing, so she had to make sure that he felt what she felt and that he was ready.

      Another blast struck. It came from the side. It was different than the last one. Jayna was exactly sure why she felt that way, only that she had felt a surge of energy, something that was a distinct difference from what she had felt before.

      “There’s more than one,” she said.

      “They have the dular working with them,” the other sorcerer said.

      “This isn’t dular,” Jayna said.

      It was dark sorcery. She could feel it twisting her ring, leaving it vibrating, trembling, and she could feel the way that it was constricting around her finger, warning her that there was something else coming here. Somebody came to rescue them. They had to move quickly before this other sorcerer got to the remainder.

      “And here I thought they didn’t have any allegiance to each other,” she said. “Maybe that was a mistake.”

      “Would you just keep moving?” Char said.

      “I’m trying,” Jayna said. “And I need you to try.”

      “What can I do?”

      “Add to this so that if I need to attack, I can.”

      Char looked over to her, frowning. “Why would you need to attack?”

      “Well, if we have a dark sorcerer come up on us, are the two of you going to be comfortable in dealing with him?”

      “I can handle a dark sorcerer,” Char said.

      Jayna snorted, but then she glanced over the other sorcerer with them. She had learned not to doubt Char, even though she wasn’t sure he could truly handle the dark sorcerer.

      They reached another intersection.

      A blast came from two directions this time. Jayna paused, calling upon her Toral power, using that of the stone, adding to the power and energy was in the ring, and sent it outward, joining with that of the magic ball spell that she had already been holding, and it exploded, catching the attack, leaving rippling energy running along the surface of it.

      That one was powerful.

      Had she not held onto all of this additional magic, she might not have been able to withstand it. It was a considerable effort to try to get the sorcerers.

      Why were they trying to rescue them?

      They must know something.

      She pulled the power inward. Jayna readied another spell, knowing that her usual offensive attacks might be too powerful here. Instead, she needed something milder. She could draw through her Toral ring, and she could still summon power, but she wanted something that would be more of a distraction. There was a way of modifying the starburst spell, creating a hint of power that would explode but wouldn’t be quite as violent.

      “I feel something,” Char said.

      “What you’re feeling is dark magic,” Jayna said, turning, looking around at the crowd. They hadn’t pushed quite as much against them. It was almost as if they realized that somebody else was here to attack. They gave him space for that attacker, or perhaps they were waiting for something worse to happen.

      Jayna had to be ready.

      Another explosion thundered. She braced herself, drawing upon the Toral magic, and trying to ignore the cold burning through her, along with the darkness at the edge of her vision.

      She pressed outward, letting it explode.

      Pressure eased on her.

      Something had changed, though.

      Her magic ball spell had faded.

      She reached outward, readying for her own spell, but she wasn’t the target.

      One of the bound sorcerers was caught in a strange grayish cloud.

      The man looked over to Jayna, his eyes widening, and then he collapsed.

      He withered.

      There was no other word to describe it. It looked as if he aged in moments, his skin drying, everything about him fading. And then he was gone.

      “What was that?” the other sorcerer called out.

      “Dark magic,” Jayna said, clenching her jaw.

      And that kind of dark magic was something far worse than anything that she had ever seen before. She created her magic ball spell again, adding her Toral power, using the bloodstone, and pushed it out and around them. She had increased the perimeter around her, attempting to hold the sorcerers and the remaining soldiers inside. She wasn’t sure that she had enough strength for that.

      “Protect them,” Jayna said, motioning to the soldiers. “Dular already—”

      Another blast struck, striking the soldiers, sending them teetering off to the side. Two of the soldiers crumpled and then began to wither the same way as the sorcerer did.

      Jayna had never seen anything like it before.

      This withering was almost overwhelming. She could practically feel it as it struck them, but it was the helplessness that she felt that bothered her the most. It worked through them quickly, turning them into little more than husks.

      She held onto the power, dragging the others with her. They had to move quickly. She dragged her magic ball spell with her, keeping it wrapped around her and the others, drawing through the Toral ring and feeling that burning cold nearly overwhelming her. If not for the Toral ring and the bloodstone, Jayna doubted that she would be strong enough here.

      They reached another intersection.

      Another blast struck. Jayna paused, fortifying her magic ball spell again. This time, Char did something. He limped, weaving aspects of a different spell into hers. She could feel what he was doing through the linking spell. Somehow, because the two of them were linked within their own minds, it seemed as if that power fused. The barrier expanded briefly as that explosion of power struck. She felt the trembling, and Char staggered back a step.

      “That is nearly impossible for me to form,” he said. “I don’t even know how you have managed to keep walking while doing that.”

      “Keep holding it,” she demanded.

      She didn’t have a choice, and if she lost control over it, if she lost that spell, she knew what would happen to her. She knew that she would crumble under the force of that attack.

      Jayna darted forward.

      She held on to the magic ball spell when another blast struck from three different directions. Char stood next to her, bracing near her, and power pushed out from him, linked to her, and through her own connection to the Toral magic.

      Jayna suddenly felt a surge of something more. It was a stirring, something from deep inside of her, connecting her to the Toral ring in a way that she rarely felt.

      It was almost as if Ceran were there, adding to it.

      That magic ball spell exploded outward, drawing more power than she had felt in quite some time, and it washed outward, striking the street, washing away.

      Then everything fell silent.

      She could feel that energy, she could feel that power, and she could feel something within it. But she had no idea what it was, nothing other than the power that was there.

      She looked over to Char. His face was pale, ashen.

      “Hurry and get them back to the outpost. We can figure out what to do from there.”

      Char didn’t argue.

      They pushed through the streets, the crowd having faded for the most part, and she kept looking for any other signs of dark sorcerers, but there was nothing. Whoever was out there was either gone, or whatever surge of energy that she had managed—a surge that had been added to by Ceran, she was convinced—had pushed them back in a way that allowed them to overpower it.

      Once they reached the outpost, Jayna finally allowed herself to relax.

      She only hoped they could defend the outpost if that attack came again.

      Without knowing what it was, Jayna wasn’t sure if she could.
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      Jayna watched the outpost for the better part of two days. There was no sign of anybody coming for the dark sorcerers. She anticipated that whoever had taught them would eventually intend to spring them free. Those sorcerers would not have learned how to use that kind of dark magic without someone to instruct them. No one had come. She tried to think that was a good thing and that the Society wasn’t completely corrupt, but she doubted that the case.

      As she watched the Society outpost, she could feel Char in the back of her mind. Awareness of him lingered, along with the irritation that he felt. Jayna wasn’t sure why he felt that way, only that she was distantly aware of it.

      She pulled the enchantment that Telluminder had given her out of her pocket. She had studied it before but still couldn’t make much sense of it. It was slightly triangular in shape and small enough to rest in the palm of her hand. The surface was a deep blue, and the enchantment lines etched in the surface were a dark green. She could feel the energy of it, which she thought was strange, as she could rarely feel anything from any enchantments. It was powerful. Unfortunately for her, she hadn’t figured out how to activate it. If she were to use it against the Sul’toral, she would need to learn how.

      The coin in her pocket started to vibrate.

      She pulled it out, holding it in her palm.

      This was Topher’s way of communicating with her. She could speak to him when she added to the enchantment, though she had not yet figured out a way to hold it permanently.

      She focused on the enchantment. “What is it?” She had to push some of her power into the enchantment, using her magic to connect to Topher.

      “Jayna?”

      Jayna stared across the street at the outpost. She was situated in an alley, and she had gotten a few strange glances from people who passed by, but for the most part, very few people had come to this part of the city. It was almost as if everyone had started to abandon the outpost, either out of fear or for other reasons.

      “We’ve been through this before,” she said to him. “I can speak to the enchantment, and I can hear you just fine.”

      There was a moment of silence. “It’s just strange,” Topher started. She could imagine him standing in the kitchen, preparing a meal, and wanting to let her know that lunch was ready. She didn’t need him to talk to her about that. Then again, Topher was a great cook, so she wasn’t sure that she wanted to turn down some food. “I mean, it’s an enchantment that I made, and you have modified it, and—”

      “I know it’s strange,” Jayna said. “I need you to focus. What did you find?”

      There is another moment of silence. Either he was trying to figure out what to say, or he wasn’t sure how to describe it. “I need for you to come out here. I found something.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Outside of the city. Off to the north. You know the small clearing near the remains of the temple?”

      “I remember it,” Jayna said. That had been where she had first encountered a dark sorcerer. Gabranth had been difficult for her to manage, and she still wasn’t entirely sure that she had defeated him or those who followed him quite as thoroughly as she had hoped.

      “That’s where I am. And… Well, I followed what I could of the attack the way that you told me to.”

      Jayna shouldn’t be surprised by that. Topher had been useful, and ever since the attack, the two of them had been splitting up the attempt to figure out what exactly happened. She asked Topher to look into anything that he may be able to learn about the men who had withered into nothing. The dular had taken them away as if to hide the bodies and the evidence, but according to Topher, that hadn’t been what they were after all. They had feared the kind of magic used and had burned any remains that had been left behind. That was probably for the best.

      “I need you to come out here,” he said. “I found an enchantment. It’s not dular, at least, I don’t think that it is. It’s too complicated. And I don’t know what to make of it.”

      Jayna stared at the outpost. She didn’t like the idea of leaving here, especially if the Society might come for these dark sorcerers, or worse—one of the other dark sorcerers may come to try to break them out, but she also didn’t like the idea of leaving Topher when he might have found something useful.

      “I will be there,” she said.

      “Hurry,” he said.

      It was unusual for Topher to be that on edge. Perhaps there was something more. She didn’t like leaving the outpost, but she did have the linking spell that she could use to help her detect if anything happened with Char. She could pull on it, tugging on it like a string, and he could do the same thing. Then again, you have to be willing to do the same thing. These days, she wasn’t sure that Char would.

      It was possible Char had figured out some way of blocking her from trying to reach him, trying to block her out so that he didn’t have to hear what she might have to say. And she couldn’t even blame him. Char had no reason to pay attention to her—no reason other than the fact that she had saved him and had revealed the depths of dark sorcery within the Society.

      When she plucked on that linking spell, she felt a soft stirring. It was almost as if Char was trying to signal to her that he was aware.

      “I’m leaving the outpost. Be safe.” She tried to send that along with the linking spell and didn’t know if it was effective enough, only that she could feel some aspect of it connecting to him. She could feel him connected to her through the linking spell, even if he tried to keep it quiet.

      When she finally released it, she started off, heading out and through the streets of Nelar. There had been an uneasiness in the city ever since the dular had attacked the sorcerers. It wasn’t dark sorcery, not some influence here. This was natural, the same way that the upheaval within the city had been natural the last time. There had been dark sorcerers, but they hadn’t needed to instigate the attack. She feared what might happen if the dular decided to charge the outpost.

      The outpost would have protections. She was certain of that. More than that, she was certain that Char would’ve placed other protections around it. Depending upon the type of detections and enchantments that the Society placed, there was the possibility of danger to the dular.

      Even if the dular attack, Jayna didn’t know how she should feel. In her mind, there was no real danger to the Society following a place like this. The Society had done terrible things over the years and given what she believed about the Society and dark sorcery, she doubted that it would even offer Nelar any real benefit.

      She found herself near the crumbled remains of the temple.

      There were memories here. Much like in Nelar there were now memories about many different things. This was where she had stopped the first festival. She had lost any opportunity to find any information about her brother from the sorcerer that she had seen his mark.

      Now she was here for a different reason. It seemed like there was some energy here, though Jayna didn’t know if that was imagined or real. Lately, she found herself imagining dark sorcery everywhere. Partly that had to do with the fact that it had been present almost everywhere in Nelar, but partly because she still feared the darkness of her Toral ring.

      She picked her way through the temple, stepping over debris, mostly piles of broken rock, with only a few signs of buildings that had once stood here. She was reminded of the fight that had taken place and how the dark sorcerers almost overwhelmed her in their pursuit of power. Had she not stopped the festival, there was no telling what might’ve happened here. There was no telling how she might have been drawn into that dark power.

      She saw a solitary figure near the edge of the forest. When she reached him, she found Topher standing a few paces away from something.

      “I came across something out here. I’ve been looking, tracking down information about those sorcerers, but I haven’t been able to find anything. I started hearing rumors about specific enchantments designed to target the Society, though.” He nodded, and she looked down to see what he had focused on.

      It was a small, metallic box, and it looked as if it were streaked with inky blackness across the surface of it. It wasn’t paint, at least from what she could tell, but she wasn’t sure what it was. As she neared, it looked almost corroded, as well. Not only was there that blackness, but there was an orange, almost rust to the box. She held her hands above it, and she could practically feel some energy within the box, something that seemed to radiate from within it, pushing outward, pressing into her palms, as if there was a power there that wanted to be unleashed.

      “You found it like this?”

      “It was here just like that.”

      She studied the surface of it. There were no irregular patterns the way that there were on most of the enchantments that she had seen. There was nothing to suggest that this was an enchantment, only the fact that there was a sense of energy coming off of it. Jayna wasn’t exactly sure how to describe it any other way, only that she could feel it pressing into her palms as if there was power here. It was unusual enough for her to have that awareness. It suggested that whatever this was would be powerful.

      She straightened, looking around. “I don’t see why you needed to call me so urgently. You could have grabbed it, brought it back to the home, and we could’ve studied it there. Now I’m gone from the outpost, and we don’t know what might happen if the Society comes, or what might happen if they come after the dark sorcerers, or—”

      “Look around you, Jayna,” Topher said.

      She stared at him for a moment first. This was the confident Topher. This was the Topher she could trust. She found herself looking around; she realized she had overlooked something in her hurry to see what he’d summoned her for.

      “What happened here?” she whispered.

      The trees and small shrubs that had been here looked as if they had withered and died. It was almost as if a drought had come through here but situated as they were to the north of Nelar, there should be plenty of moisture. Which suggested that this was something similar to what had happened to the sorcerers.

      “This is why I came here. I’m uncomfortable here.” He held out a forearm and pointed to a bracelet. “I made sure to get protection before I came out here. I didn’t know if it was going to work, but the woman who sold it to me promised me this can protect me, and it might even give me luck.”

      Unfortunately, Topher had shifted once more. He kept flipping between the reliable Topher and the one that had been off ever since he had been targeted in the festival. She needed the other Topher back. “What else have you found out here?”

      “Just this,” he said, “I told you, I came out here, looking to see what I might be able to uncover, and this is it. There was word that there was something out here, but I’m not exactly sure who first found it. I was just told to stay clear of it, not to get too close, because you can feel something within it. We saw what happened to the sorcerers. And if this is tied to it….”

      And here she thought that there had been a dark sorcerer that had attacked, but maybe it wasn’t dark sorcery at all. At least, not direct dark sorcery. Dark sorcerers made enchantments the same way that sorcerers did, the same way that dular did. Their enchantments had power and often stored dark magic within them, unleashing it in very different ways than sorcerers would use enchantments. This suggested to her that it was something like that.

      “It’s but for the best that you didn’t bring this back to the house.”

      “I don’t even know if I could have. I can feel something, but it makes me uncomfortable. I’m not sure what it is.”

      Jayna crouched down. “I feel the same way.”

      Jayna had dealt with strong magical power before and had felt attacks that blasted at her protections while serving as Toral, but never had her spell simply collapsed. It was almost as if the spell itself withered into nothingness. What kind of magic was that?

      “What if this isn’t dark sorcery?” she muttered, which was mostly to herself. She didn’t expect Topher to have any answers.

      “What else would it be?”

      She looked over to him before turning her attention back to the box. She had to understand whatever power was here, especially if it was tied to that dark magic that had been used on the sorcerers. This was the key. She needed answers, and she didn’t have them.

      “I need to see if I can contain it,” she said.

      “Are you sure that you want to do that?”

      “I think that I need to.”

      She stepped back, giving herself some space. She had no idea what sort of field she might need to wrap around the box. Still, if she tried to place the magic ball spell around her, maybe it would be enough to contain the power within it.

      She began to wrap it out and started to work it around the box, but as soon as her spell struck the underside of the box, trying to scoot underneath the ground, the spell started to fade. The box itself was powerful.

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

      Jayna redoubled her efforts, drawing upon the Toral magic, the cold burning through her. She could feel the magic beginning to fade even then. The power she possessed wasn’t going to be enough. The box was too potent. She had never seen anything that could simply erode magic.

      She thought about those creatures that Telluminder mentioned. They fed on dark magic. Could this be some type of twisted aspect of their magic? That didn’t make sense, either.

      Jayna looked over to Topher. “We might need to destroy it.”

      “You would destroy rather than try to understand?”

      “Well,” she said, crouching down and focusing on it, “I would love to try to understand, but I’m afraid that might not be a possibility. It is tearing away any magic I try to use on it.”

      At this point, she didn’t have many options. She could leave it, but she worried what would happen if she left it in place. She couldn’t leave something that had this kind of power, the ability to cause anything to with her and decay as quickly as it had, out where someone else might stumble upon it. If she tried to bring it with her, there was no guarantee she could contain the power within it. She had a hard enough time even trying to hold some energy below it.

      Whatever was here felt dangerous to her—and probably too dangerous for her. It left her with only a few options and none of them good. Jayna got to her feet, twisting her Toral ring, studying the bloodstone within it, and focused on the connection that she had to Ceran. She would need to call on his power to destroy this box. Hopefully, he wouldn’t mind.

      No. Hopefully, he would know what she was doing and would come. His return was long overdue. Jayna had questions.

      “I’m going to have to keep it from attacking anybody else,” she said, and she looked over to Topher. “I can’t leave this here. I don’t know what would happen if I did.”

      “What makes you think that anything would happen here?”

      “I can feel a sort of energy here.” She didn’t want to leave it here. She did want to study it, though. She felt as if she needed to.

      But taking it away might keep it from harming someone else and possibly destroying any part of the city—more so than that, she might even keep the dark sorcerers from succeeding.

      Jayna called on the energy within herself and let that power build. It was potent, and she used that of the Toral ring, that of the bloodstone, and continued to push power out. When she did, she could feel something within the box pushing against her.

      It was trying to destroy her magic.

      She had one option. She could use a singular, uncontrolled blast of magic at it. Anything else would be absorbed. After she did that, it was likely that she wouldn’t have enough strength or control remaining to do much else. She would probably hurt from using the Toral magic that much, as well.

      She looked over to Topher.

      “You need to back up,” she said.

      “What do you think might happen?”

      She stared at the box. “I don’t have any idea. Once I unleash this, though, there’s a real possibility that it’s going to explode uncontrollably. So I want you to backup. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      With that, she called upon the power, feeling the cold Toral magic burning through her. It worked through her arm, down her chest, all the way down her legs. She focused on that power, drawing through the ring. She tried not to think about what that power was doing to her if anything. She had no idea if it was tainting her, changing her, or corrupting her. The only thing that she could focus on this point was drawing upon the power of the Toral ring, the connection to Ceran.

      Jayna called upon the power that she had through the Toral ring, trying to use that connection and pushing it into the box. She wasn’t using any spell, just uncontrolled magic.

      More and more power was filling the box.

      The box began to tremble.

      She overwhelmed whatever power was there. She could feel the shifting of whatever magic was within the box and felt the way that it eventually started to fade, crumbling, dissipating into nothingness.

      Then it exploded.

      She was tossed back, and she landed on her backside. She hurriedly got to her feet, already starting to call on power through the Toral ring, readying for an attack. If whoever placed it here realized that she had destroyed it, they might come for her. And she had to be ready.

      She felt nothing. There was no constriction of the Toral ring suggest dark magic.

      The air felt strangely energized, but there was nothing else.

      “Well,” she said, looking over to Topher. He had his hands over his head, covering his ears, of all things. “That didn’t go as I had hoped.”

      “But it’s gone,” he said.

      She snorted. “It’s gone, but….” She quickly surveyed the area around the destruction. “I had hoped that there might be some part left behind I could study, but there isn’t anything.”

      Which was too bad. She wished she had an opportunity to study this enchantment, but destroying it was better than leaving it. That had to be a win.

      There was a strange buzzing around her that she hadn’t been paying all that much attention to. It had been background noise, but now that she was aware of it, she realized that it was the sound of the volantinkar.

      She hadn’t heard them since returning to the city. And the only time that she had heard them was near the village when she had found the dark sorcerers.

      “What is it?” Topher asked.

      “It’s just these creatures,” Jayna said, filling him in on what Telluminder had told her about the volantinkar. “I can’t help but wonder if they are here because of these boxes. Maybe they are drawn to this kind of dark magic.”

      Her attention was drawn to the forest in the distance when she felt a familiar trembling from her ring.

      Jayna let out a groan. “Now he calls me?”
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      Ever since they had defeated Dorian, Jayna tried to reach Ceran again. He had called himself by a different name, had claimed that he was the Light as if that should matter to her, and then had disappeared. She and Eva had secured the seal on the fountain to ensure that the trap holding Sarenoth remained intact, but after that, there had been no sign of Ceran.

      She had questions for him. Maybe that was the reason he had remained quiet. He knew that she had questions, and he had no interest in answering them.

      If he was connected to some other power, Jayna felt she deserved answers. She had connected to him as her Sul’toral and needed to understand the power he possessed.

      She glanced behind her, back toward the remains of the destroyed box. Maybe this was the reason that Ceran had suddenly decided to show himself once again. Had he recognized what she had been doing? Could he have felt the dark power she was facing and decided that he needed to have a hand in trying to destroy it as well?

      “Jayna?” Topher looked over to her, and he seemed to be frowning, though he was wearing the goofy expression, the side of Topher that remained unsettled after the dwaring attack on him.

      “It’s fine,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I’ve been going around, trying to call to him for the better part of a few weeks, and it takes until now for him to respond to me.”

      “It doesn’t seem like you’re okay.”

      “I knew the terms,” she said.

      Which was true. She didn’t know the terms of her service to Ceran, and she knew that there were going to be times when he would respond to her and times when he would simply ignore her. Lately, it had seemed as if she were ignored more often than she had heard him, but maybe that was just her imagination.

      “Why don’t you return home while I see what he needs.”

      “If you want, I could go with you.”

      She could tell from the tone of his voice, the hesitancy in which he spoke, that he wasn’t terribly eager to do that. She shook her head. “That’s not necessary.”

      Relief swept over him. He glanced to the ground, pressing his mouth together in a tight frown. “Why don’t you keep one of my enchantments with you. That way, if you need me, all you have to do is call.”

      She wasn’t about to tell him that if she needed him, there wasn’t going to be anything that Topher was going to do to help her. Still, the idea that he thought that he could protect her left her smiling just a little bit.

      “I always have it on me,” she said.

      “Oh. That’s good. I was afraid that you might have decided to discard it.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, shrugging, and then he grinned broadly. “I guess I was concerned that you might have decided you didn’t need it.”

      “It came from you.”

      He watched her, and there was a hint of a question that lingered in his eyes, one that Jayna couldn’t quite read. It was difficult to read anything from him when he acted like this. “Do you want me to gather anything here?”

      “I don’t know that it’s safe to do, and I don’t know if there’s anything here for you to gather,” she said. “So why don’t you head back. Maybe Eva will have returned.”

      His entire being seemed to shift. He grinned broadly. “You really think so?”

      Jayna shrugged. If and when Eva ever did return, she would have to deal with Topher and whatever feelings he had for her. Jayna would leave that to Eva. “We don’t know how long she’s going to be gone.”

      “I keep thinking that she’d be back by now. I know she wanted to find what it meant for her to be this Ashara, but doesn’t she know that we need her here?”

      “I’m sure she’s aware we need her,” Jayna said, shaking her head. “But at the same time, Eva needs to find who she is.”

      “She’s our friend,” he said.

      It was such a simple, powerful statement that Jayna just nodded.

      Topher started away. As he left, she tore her gaze away from the debris littering the ground. There weren’t any fragments of the enchantment remaining. Jayna had cast a quick spell, testing whether she could detect anything still here, but unfortunately, there was no sign of the box, nor anything that had formed it. This meant that she had destroyed it entirely, and hopefully the dark magic within it. If so, there was no reason to worry that some dark magic might seep out into the city from it.

      They needed to know if there were others, but first, she had to talk to Ceran. As usual, his timing was awful.

      She followed the steady, rhythmic pulsing of her ring and was not surprised when it carried her deeper into the forest. This time, it brought her to the east, somewhat to the south, away from the village where she had chased down the dark sorcerers before. She always kept her eyes open, looking around her and half expecting to see some danger here, but there was nothing other than an empty forest. Nothing at all.

      By the time the tension in the ring increased, she couldn’t help but feel a little annoyed with Ceran. The ring drew her forward, guiding her, though it was less rhythmic than it had been in the past. Annoyance with Ceran continued to grow.

      Shadows stretched around her, which left her wondering if they were tied to him in some way. It was the kind of thing she knew that he might do.

      Then the power of the ring coursed through her, a washing of cold followed by a burst of bright white light all around.

      “You came,” Ceran’s voice came from between two massive trees. She couldn’t see him, only made out the bright white glowing, nothing more than that. “I wasn’t sure that you were going to join me.”

      “I never ignore your summons, Ceran.”

      “It seems like you’re disappointed in me,” he said.

      “I was hoping to have a summons from you more often than this. The last time that I saw you was—”

      “The last time I was able to come,” he said.

      “And now? What changed that made you decide to reach out to me today?”

      “Must something have changed?”

      She could practically imagine Ceran smiling. She’d never seen his face completely. And she no longer knew if he was ever there in person or if it was only some manifestation of his power. When she had first started serving Ceran, she had believed he had been there in person, but increasingly, she began to doubt that he had ever truly been there. It was an impressive use of his Sul’toral power and the kind of magic that she wished she understood—even if it only permitted her to communicate from a distance.

      Jayna took a step toward his location. The glowing light didn’t change. “Are we not going to talk about what you said when you came to me the last time?”

      “I thought that we had said all that we need to,” he said.

      She snorted. “And I thought we were just beginning a conversation. Why don’t you tell me what it means to be this Arathon.”

      That was the last time that she had spoken to Ceran. He had mentioned this other name, and then he had disappeared. Jayna had believed that he would return to her and that she would learn more about Arathon, but he had fallen silent as he often did.

      There was a flickering of the light. For a moment, she thought that he was going to leave her, and if he did, then she wasn’t going to get the answers that she wanted. It was almost enough to make her scream, but she had learned with Ceran, she had to have control.

      “You aren’t a fool, Jayna Aguelon. You understand the truth behind all of this. You have been following the truth, much more directly than most have been able to do so.”

      “This has to do with the Sul’toral.”

      He seemed to nod, though it was difficult to tell within the brightness. “How many Sul’toral were there?”

      Jayna had already worked through this, coming to terms with the likelihood that Ceran was one of the original thirteen, though, from all the stories that she’d learned about the Sul’toral, only twelve had been held captive.

      “There were thirteen, but twelve imprisoned. So I’m assuming that you are the one who wasn’t imprisoned?”

      Ceran moved toward her. It was soft, bright, and seemed to shift and shimmer. As it made its way toward her, Jayna could practically feel some presence near her, almost as if she could see him. And then he stepped out of the trees.

      It was a greater manifestation of Ceran than she had seen in some time. It was almost as if he were pushing more of himself out, as she didn’t believe that he was here in the flesh. He was bathed in a pale white cloak, and though the light around him continued to glow, there was a hint of shadow pulsing behind him, as if it were chasing him.

      “It is time that you come to understand the truths, Jayna. You have served well. Far better than I ever anticipated.”

      “So this was some sort of a test?”

      “Perhaps a test, or perhaps an opportunity for me to see if you could be everything that I had hoped you would be.” He started moving to the trees, practically floating, and Jayna wondered where he would guide her this time. The last time he had walked with her like this, they had traveled to a battlefield, and she was afraid that he might do the same thing now.

      She followed him, staying behind him, and the landscape shifted. It felt as if she were suddenly transported from the forest, and they stood upon a rocky cliff looking down upon a riotous ocean splashing against the shoreline. Ceran was still there, though nothing else about him seemed to be physically present, only the energy that radiated from him. For that matter, Jayna didn’t know if she was physically present or if he had merely carried her essence with him, as if he were transporting some part of her being, but not her entirety.

      “There was a time long ago when those of us who understood the ancient art gathered together,” Ceran said, looking down across the water. “We wanted to learn from each other. We understood that the gifts we had were different than what others in the world had. We understood that we could influence the world in some way and that we needed to use our power carefully.”

      “You were the first sorcerers,” she said.

      The idea that she was talking to one of the very first sorcerers, one of the founders of the Society, seemed impossible. The Society was impossibly old. Thousands of years old. For Ceran to live that long…

      How would it be any different than some of the Sul’toral living that long?

      “We didn’t call ourselves that. Not at the time. But there were those of us who wanted a deeper understanding. We began to look for it. It was a time when so little was known that the possibilities were endless. At least, that was the way that it felt like to us. We chased that understanding, chasing the knowledge that would one day shape the world, and as we did, we found that there were other keys to power within the world.”

      “Sarenoth,” she said.

      He didn’t turn to her, though there was a slight movement of his cloak, as if he were nodding. “Sarenoth is one. There were others.”

      “I thought the Sul’toral all served Sarenoth.”

      “All of the Sul’toral you have confronted have served Sarenoth. That power was incredible, and it permitted those who served it to accomplish great feats. Others served a different power.” He turned, and everything shifted around her. The shoreline disappeared. The water disappeared. She stood upon a massive plateau, and from here, the land stretched far away.

      There were hundreds of people. Within that gathering, Jayna was aware of something strange and surprising. There was a sense of power and energy here, something that radiated from all around as if it was trying to press upon her as if it wanted to make itself known.

      “What are you showing me?” She asked, her voice a soft whisper.

      Ceran didn’t move. She could feel the power coming off of him, little more than that, but everything played out around her. With a sudden surge of understanding, she realized this was a battleground, much like the one he had shown her before. That one had been a battle amongst sorcerers, the Sul’toral guiding it, and with others without any magic forced to do their bidding. Those who had no magic had died. Sorcerers had battled each other, but they were equipped well enough to deflect the worst of the attacks with the kind of power they controlled. Regular soldiers were not so lucky.

      What she saw from him now was something quite different. What she saw was a strange sort of energy and violence that radiated around her. Power, unlike anything that she had seen before, exploded all around her. She caught sight of spells, massive flaming balls of blackened fire. Lightning bolts crackling from the sky. Ice billowing. The ground trembling. It was a steady, destructive energy.

      Jayna tried to take it all in, trying to see if there was anything in the spells that she might be able to understand. There could be some lessons here, even if it was from long ago.

      The image shifted.

      It seemed to move forward in time. The hundreds of sorcerers, all of them ancient, were whittled down to a few.

      “The power of Sarenoth was greater than most of the others,” Ceran said. “In that ancient time, those who would learn and study and work together were tossed aside,” he went on.

      “What happened?”

      The image moved forward. Now there was something else. She recognized red robes, that of the Society, and they had thirteen people circled.

      “Those who came later recognized the danger. They held them. For the good of the world, they claimed,” he said. “And they were imprisoned.”

      Everything faded again.

      “You were one of the thirteen,” she said.

      She appeared back on the rocky shoreline, the water crashing down below, the energy building, a rhythmic sound of violence as it splashed along the shoreline.

      “I had tried to calm them,” he said. “I recognized the danger of what they were doing, the darkness they were trying to control, and I wanted to offer whatever help I could to stop the violence.” He turned, looking over to her. “I could do nothing. I tried, and I failed. Then I was captured.”

      “But you were freed.”

      “Only a part,” he said. “The others managed to bury themselves. As you have seen.”

      Jayna wasn’t entirely sure what all of this meant. “You’re saying that you’re still captive?”

      “The true me is still captive,” he said. “And unfortunately, it’s going to take more than just my Toral to free me. Regardless of how much I would like for you to do so.”

      “That’s what you want? That’s what all of this was really about? You wanted to see if I could save you?”

      “I’ve been looking for a way free for a long time, and now I wonder if it’s even necessary. The Sul’toral are persistent, but perhaps they have attempted power the wrong way. Time will tell.”

      “This is what you came to tell me?”

      “I came to tell you that you may find yourself fighting alone more often than not.” He seemed turned to her, and there was a hint of power that flowed from him. “I have been trying to find a way to reach you, to find a way to connect, but I’ve been restrained. Perhaps it will not always be that way, but for now, you must be prepared to fight on your own and prepared for the possibility that you will have to handle much of this.”

      Jayna started to laugh. “I can’t handle the Sul’toral on my own.”

      “Can’t you?”

      “Fine. I defeated Dorian, but I’m not exactly sure that I want to make that a regular occurrence. He was powerful, and I think I surprised him. If any other Sul’toral find me, it’s likely they won’t be so surprised.”

      If she could understand the enchantments that Telluminder had given her, she might have a better chance—but only if she could master that power.

      “Because they have sensed my influence, and they have solidified their hold around me. Unfortunately, it makes it more difficult for me to exert any influence to assist you. I will continue to try, but you must be prepared for those limitations on me.”

      “What happens if they restrict you from reaching me altogether?”

      There was a period of silence. She recognized when Ceran intended to keep things from her, and now was one of those times. He had hidden things from her before, but now she couldn’t help but wonder if what he hid from her was something she needed to know.

      Could she be cut off from his power?

      “You might be my Toral, but you can connect to something greater,” he finally said. His voice was soft, barely more than a whisper, and it seemed to carry from a greater distance. “When you understand that connection, you won’t have to fear losing a connection to me.”

      “That connection leads to darkness,” she said. He might deny it, but when she embraced the fall connection to the Toral ring and the connection that it brought her to Ceran, Jayna was all too well aware of how that power flooded through her and all too aware of what it meant. Darkness. Perhaps not dark magic—not yet. It was what she feared, though.

      “Does it?”

      “I’ve felt it,” Jayna said. “I have felt that darkness every time that I tap into that power with any real strength. Anytime I do, I can feel that energy, and I can feel how it’s calling to me, and I can feel the influence there. I know there’s darkness.”

      “Perhaps, then there is. Darkness and light. You’ve drawn on part of that power, but now you need to find a way to control all of it. I trust that you can do this, Jayna. You are not tempted by that darkness, are you?”

      Jayna frowned. “Well… no.”

      “Then you need not fear it will consume you.”

      Was she afraid? Perhaps she was. Time in Nelar dealing with dark magic, coming across dark sorcerers, had shown her how many people could be corrupted. Jayna didn’t think herself particularly strong. And she saw the way that Char looked at her. He knew the danger.

      There was a real possibility that if she allowed herself to be drawn toward that energy, toward the darkness, she might find herself consumed with it. If that were to happen, what would happen to her? What would happen to the power that she might draw? What would happen to those around her?

      Jayna had never fully embraced that power deeply enough to know what might happen, but now that she had bonded the bloodstone to the Toral ring, there was a possibility that she could draw upon even more power than before, which meant that she ran the risk of corruption even more than before.

      “How do I fight it?”

      “That is a secret that only you can find for yourself.”

      “How did you fight it?”

      “What makes you think that I did?”

      Everything shifted again, and she was once more back within the forest. The darkness arced overhead. She had a sense that time had passed, though she felt like she had only been with Ceran for a few moments. Shadows slipped along the trees, and there was a strange buzzing, almost a humming, and she thought of those terrifying creatures that she had faced before. Were they here?

      She tried to ignore them, trying not to think about the danger that might be here, especially as there might not be anything that she could do if they were. But she couldn’t help question.

      “There’s something in the city.” Ceran’s energy was growing fainter, and she worried that she didn’t have much more time with him. The glowing was still there, but it seemed darker than it had before, almost as if you were starting to retreat, fading away from her.

      “Then you must stop it,” he said.

      “It might be another Sul’toral,” Jayna said. “It’s some sort of withering. A decay. I don’t really know what to make of it, only that it eats away at my magic the moment that I try to place the spell.”

      There was a faint, almost stuttering sort of solidification to Ceran’s magic. He seemed as if he turned to her, suddenly glowing more brightly than he had before. He stepped forward. His body was more manifested than it had been before, and she had a sense of great strain on his part. “Are you sure of this?”

      “I know what I found. Seven dark sorcerers were attempting a festival in a village not too far from here. I managed to stop it and captured them, and when they were brought to the city, some were attacked using this decay magic to destroy my spells.” She shivered at the thought of it. “And there was an enchantment outside of the city. I don’t know if it’s tied to it or not.”

      He paused for an uncomfortably long time. “I can’t answer that for you. A withering magic isn’t anything I’ve faced before—which means that you must be very careful, Jayna. There are some who serve Sarenoth in ways that you cannot understand. You have seen the power you can access. You have seen how power flows, but you must know that there’s a spectrum within it. You can find the light, or you can find the dark. Some have ignored the light altogether, and they have chased the dark part of that power. And within it, they have found something greater but something far worse for the world. You must be careful.”

      “So this Sul’toral has some sort of corruption magic. And if he is making his presence known, it’s because—”

      “Of you.”

      Her. She was the reason the Sul’toral had attacked.

      Now what?

      “Can I stop it?”

      “You have the strength needed for this, Jayna Aguelon. I will help where I can. I’m afraid you must find this strength on your own.”

      “What about this?” Jayna asked, pulling the enchantment that Telluminder had given her out of her pocket. It gleamed in the faint light, though she couldn’t make sense of the pattern on the surface of it.

      Ceran seemed to glow more brightly. “Is this some enchantment that you made?”

      Jayna frowned, turning the enchantment over in her hand. “The man who gave it to me claimed that it was one of several that had been used to defeat the Sul’toral before.”

      “I wasn’t there for that. I had already been betrayed.”

      “Can you tell me anything about it?”

      Jayna needed to understand the enchantment. If it would help her with Sul’toral, then she needed to know.

      For a moment, Ceran glowed more brightly, and it seemed as if he tried to answer, but the glowing flickered. With that, Ceran suddenly withdrew, disappearing. The only thing she was left with was a hint of his voice, whispering her ears.

      “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help. Always know that you have the strength within you.”
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      Jayna hadn’t slept well since Ceran’s visit. She kept waiting for some greater answer as to what he was trying to tell her, something that would help her understand the power that he suggested that she had, but everything filled her with questions. He had not returned, and though she had twisted her ring, trying to feel for any sort of power that might be within it, there had been no sense of him again.

      In the past, she had believed that Ceran was always aware of her, but now she wondered if that was true. It might be that Ceran could not follow her. Not that he had abandoned her, but perhaps he was separated from her, which forced her to act on her own. She didn’t know enough. Then again, ever since working with Ceran, she had felt as if she could not know enough.

      She sat at the table in the kitchen, picking at the food that Topher had made. She found herself looking over to the darkened fire. Topher had taken to starting the fire at night, but it was a weak one compared to what Eva had often started. There was a part of Jayna that missed the overwhelming flames that Eva had always started.

      “You want anything else to eat?”

      Jayna shook her head. “Not this morning,” she said.

      “What are you going to do today?”

      She wasn’t even sure. After Ceran’s visit, Jayna had lost any sense of what she needed to be doing. Maybe she needed to be searching for this dark sorcerer, but if there was no guarantee that Ceran was going to be there when she needed him, she also didn’t know if she was willing to take on a dark sorcerer on her own. That seemed like heading toward danger unnecessarily, but how could she ignore it?

      Ceran might believe that she had the strength within her, but she wasn’t entirely sure how much she could trust him. He had led her to believe one thing, only for another to be true. At this point, Jayna simply did not know the truth with him—much like she didn’t know what the truth for herself was.

      She stared at her ring.

      Ceran had said something that left her feeling as if she was close to some answer. The power that she tapped into had the potential to be both light and dark. She had felt the power, and she felt the cold burning any time that she could fully embrace that power, but it was how she was able to use that power, the way that she could call upon that power, that felt different when she called on it. It was almost as if she needed to find some other strategy with it.

      She wasn’t going to be able to withstand that darkness if she had to call upon the full force of it. Each time she found herself drawn by that darkness, she found something different to it, as if it were opening some aspect of it to her that she had not known before. It left her afraid.

      And perhaps that was a good thing. She should be afraid of that kind of power. She should worry what might happen if she tried to call upon that much power. She should worry about what she might become if she let that energy overwhelm her.

      She stood and carried her plate into the kitchen. Without Eva, the kitchen was far cleaner and more organized. There were definitely fewer wine bottles stacked on the counter.

      “I’m going to go and watch for the Society,” Jayna said. “I have some enchantments situated there, but it’s not the same as keeping an eye on it. If they come for those sorcerers, I want to know.”

      “And what do you want me to do?” Topher asked.

      “Keep looking,” she said. “But do it carefully. We need to know more about the dark sorcerer and that enchantment, but I don’t want you to do it in a way that will expose you to any danger. You think you can do that?”

      Topher smiled, and this was one of the confident smiles, the side of Topher that was useful. “You don’t have to worry about me, Jayna. I know just what I need to do, and I know who I can ask. There was that box outside of the city, and if I find others—”

      “I think if you find any others, you have to leave them alone. I can destroy them. I hope.”

      “Your friend didn’t help you understand them?”

      Jayna snorted. “My friend made it quite clear he couldn’t do anything to help me. So if we encounter anything, we need to be careful.”

      The only things she had were the strange enchantments that Telluminder had left for her. She took a seat near the hearth, glancing over to it. It was a simple matter for her to cast a hint of a flame into the hearth, and so she did it. She had a crackling fire glowing, and she sat there, smiling to herself, thinking of Eva and how much easier all of this would’ve felt to her to have her friend with her.

      Topher stood quietly in the kitchen. He likely felt the same way she did, though his reasons were different from hers.

      The home had felt empty ever since Eva had left. There was an emptiness within Jayna, as well; it was an emptiness that she wasn’t exactly sure how to feel. She wanted Eva to come to terms with what she was and what it meant for her, and she wanted Eva to regain the memories that she had lost, but Jayna missed her friend.

      It was a strange thought as there had been so much time that the two of them had an antagonistic relationship, butting heads. But having Topher here made it easier, somehow.

      She reached into her pocket, pulling out the enchantment that Telluminder had given her. It was made of a silvery metal, with a hint of dark blue running through it. The markings along the surface were almost green, though the pattern was not one that she even recognized.

      “What is that?” Topher asked, a hint of hesitancy in his voice.

      She looked over to him. He set the plate into the sink, prepared to wash them, and looked over to her, watching.

      “This is an enchantment that I was given that was supposed to be helpful with facing what we are, but I’m not exactly sure if it will be of much use.”

      “Why don’t you think that it will be of much use? If you were given it—”

      “Because the person to give me it didn’t know what it did.”

      Topher stopped, straightening. “There are those who know how to analyze an enchantment.”

      “Dular?”

      He shrugged. “Dular, though I’ve heard of some sorcerers who can do that, too.”

      There was no sorcerer they could go to in Nelar that would provide the answer she needed. Char wouldn’t help. Not after what she had shown him, and not after what she had implied about the Society. Not just implied, Jayna had accused the Society of having dark sorcerers hiding within it.

      “All of this is tied to the Society,” she said, trying to talk through the issues. It was always easier when Eva had been here to help her process. Without her here, she wasn’t exactly sure how to begin working through everything she needed to understand. She thought she could try to piece it together, but it felt as if the answers were just at the edge of her understanding, and she couldn’t quite reach it. “If I take for fact that the Sul’toral were the founders of the Society, then….”

      She needed to know more about them, but it would be difficult to do so. There wasn’t going to be anything at the outpost, though they had already tried to look.

      She took the enchantment, stuffed them into her pocket, and got her feet.

      “Did you come up with something?”

      “I have an idea, but I’m not sure if it’s going to be effective. Given these enchantments came to me from one of Eva’s contacts, it would be much easier if she were here.”

      “Which one? I heard Master Raollet is still happy with you.”

      That brought a smile to her face. “He has no right to be unhappy with me. I have helped him, and the city more than I have caused him any difficulty.”

      “You did destroy his shop twice.”

      “Well, I did do that,” Jayna said.

      Master Raollet might be the next person she would have to go to. He had access to resources that she wasn’t exactly sure that she would have anywhere else. And he knew things. After the last attack on the city, when she had stopped Dorian, she had expected that she would be somehow brought into the underground, brought into those who are serving the city, trying to protect it, and brought in with those who had remained behind, but she had not been.

      Either they hadn’t trusted her—which, given what she had done in the city and how many times she had caused a hint of destruction, she couldn’t necessarily blame them—or they hadn’t known how to find her. That last possibility was less likely. Jayna hadn’t necessarily hidden.

      She headed to the door. “See what you can find on those enchantments, and I’ll see what I can uncover about these of sorcerers. We can meet back here later.”

      “We can go to the market if you’d like,” he said. “I’m sure there are people there who would be more than happy to talk with you.”

      She doubted that there would be anybody in the market who might be able to provide her with any answers, but she nodded to him nonetheless. “We can try that later,” she said.

      He smiled as if everything were decided.

      Jayna made her way into the city, weaving through some of the outer sections, her gaze skimming along walls covered by the phosphorescent moss, before she eventually made it to the wealthier sections of Nelar, where almost all of the buildings had been scrubbed free of the moss. She reached the center of the city, where the seven ruling dular lived; the now cracked fountain had been damaged to release Sarenoth. She had readied herself for what she would find.

      She found herself circling the fountain. Much of the destruction here had been repaired, rebuilt by the dular, and the seal over this had been replaced by her and Eva, adding bloodstone power to it. From here, Jayna was aware of the bloodstone power, along with the enchantments that she and Eva had placed around the fountain. She didn’t have to get close to detect it. There was her own signature, along with the familiarity of the strange smoky power that Eva poured into things. When she was this close to the fountain, the irregular shape of the cracked stone giving it somewhat of a grotesque appearance, no longer looking quite as decorative that once had, she could feel the ring seeming to hum with energy. There was power within it.

      It seemed as if the ring responded to the fountain, reacting to the power that was within it. That felt unusual, but the desire to draw upon that power was not. She could feel that energy, along with how the building longing rose within her to access even more.

      She wrapped her hand around the ring. She had to forcibly separate from that desire. Anything that she would do here would only draw attention to herself.

      She had to keep moving. She wasn’t here to test the fountain, which had been secured as much as she could make it. She wasn’t even here to examine the homes, some of them in various rebuilding states, as there wasn’t anything that she could do with the dular.

      She headed away.

      She considered going to Master Raollet, but it felt like she needed to be doing something else. It felt to Jayna as if she needed to be following what she could find and uncovering as much as she could about this specific Sul’toral. The specific power.

      Ceran made it clear that the power she was dealing with would be dangerous. Jayna recognized the danger in it, even if she couldn’t tell what caused it. As she passed a series of smaller shops, making her way to the southern side of the city, she noted that none of these buildings had any evidence of fighting that had been in the city.

      It was times like these when she was acutely aware of how long she had been here. Ever since leaving the Academy and taking up her training with Ceran, Jayna had felt as if she were in constant motion—all until she had reached Nelar, where she had stayed for much longer than she had ever imagined that she would.

      The longer she was here, the harder it would be for her to find anything about her brother.

      That was part of why she didn’t like staying here, but only part of it. She felt as if she were missing something, and now that Ceran had fallen silent, she was certain that she missed something. Finding even a little information about her brother had been a chance to finally start to help him.

      Her brother would not have been involved in sorcery. She knew that for certainty. Her brother did not care for sorcery. He had not wanted her to go to the Academy in the first place and had preferred her to stay with him, learning his techniques, and would have been perfectly content for her to become a thief. Not that she would’ve been content, but that didn’t necessarily matter to him. The only thing that mattered to Jonathan was that he used her skills. That was his reason for wanting her to work with him. He might claim to dislike magic, but he had certainly wanted to use her. And knowing that, Jayna also knew that she had needed to get away from her brother. Otherwise, he was going to draw her into his lifestyle, and she wasn’t sure that she would ever escape.

      She remembered one time when they had been making their way along the street. It was shortly after their parents disappeared when Jayna started to come to terms with her connection to magic, and she had started to believe that she would want to go to the Academy. She had been sneaking with her brother. She hadn’t known it at the time, but he’d been helping her scout, helping her spy on his next target.

      “What do you see about him?” Jonathan had asked.

      He had stayed in the shadows, the darkness seeming to slip around him as it often did. Jonathan had a way of moving that was barely seen. He was skilled, even then, even before he had become known as one of the most skilled thieves in the city.

      “I don’t see anything,” Jayna said. “Why do we have to do this?”

      “I just want to show you something,” he said.

      It was always a game to Jonathan, and there was a quick smile on his face, though it wasn’t matched in the darkness in his eyes. She had seen that darkness before, that intensity, the way that he had started to work and plan. He was always preparing.

      “You want to see if I can do any of my tricks,” she said.

      Jayna had probably been thirteen or fourteen, and she knew at this point that they weren’t tricks. She knew that it was magic, even if she couldn’t control it.

      “Just watch,” Jonathan had said.

      The man they were watching had on a deep green jacket, and he was striding through the street, almost as if he owned it. It was very easy for the two of them to track him, following him, and easy for her to stay close enough that she could watch. As the man pushed past one woman, she noticed that he reached into her purse and kept moving.

      “He just stole from her,” she said.

      “Did you see that?”

      “What part of it?”

      “What he did before.”

      Jayna shook her head. “I didn’t see anything.”

      “Watch him a little longer. You’ll see it. I’m sure of it.”

      They continued to weave through the streets. The man marched forward, and though she had thought that he was some sort of noble or wealthy merchant, it became increasingly clear that he was neither. He just looked that way. He just carried himself that way. And as he marched through the streets, she had a sense of what he was doing. He was picking out a target. Each time he did, he slammed his shoulder into the target, making a point of snorting with disgust at the perceived slight, but it had always been him who had instigated it.

      She found herself smiling to herself. “He’s using the appearance to distract.”

      “Very good,” Jonathan said. He pulled Jayna back into the alley. “You have that same advantage.”

      “What advantage is that?” she asked, looking up at her brother. He smiled then, and this time, it spread to his eyes. “You give off the appearance of somebody young and innocent.” He chuckled. “I’m not saying that is any sort of insult, but that’s what you look like. And it gives you an advantage. You have an appearance that you can use.”

      “That’s what you want from me?”

      “What I want is for you to is to find your own place, Jayna. Whether it’s using your tricks, letting people think you’re innocent. Then,” he snapped his fingers, “you demonstrate that you have more talents than they realized, or perhaps it’s something else. Whatever it is, I want you to be happy.”

      “It sounds like you want to use me,” she muttered.

      “I don’t want to use you,” he said. “Well, maybe I want to take advantage of some of the gifts that you have, but I want to point out that you can use those distractions. People often underestimate someone your age. People often underestimate somebody who looks like you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” She asked, jabbing him in the chest.

      “You are growing up to be a lovely girl,” Jonathan had said. “And as you get older, you can parlay that into something else. Take advantage of it. Use what you have. I’m not saying don’t use your mind. Gods. You have one of the brightest minds I’ve been around. And I’m not saying don’t use your tricks. You have those, as well. I’m saying—”

      “You’re saying that you want me to try to seduce some people into thinking that I’m an innocent girl?”

      Jonathan started to laugh. “Well… Yes.”

      She shook her head.

      “Just think about it. I can think of a dozen different ways to use your techniques. It will work, and I know it will. What’s more, I know you can be far more successful than even I might be able to be. Just give it a thought.”

      She had shrugged. She hadn’t wanted to refuse her brother out of hand, but at the same time, she also didn’t necessarily want to do what he asked of her. But she had continued to develop her tricks. And as she had done that, she had come to realize that those tricks meant more. They meant power. They meant magic. And they meant that she could learn. They meant that she could go to the Academy and be something more. Those tricks were going to be her way out of the streets, away from her brother, regardless of how much she cared about him. Those tricks were going to be her means of finding her own way.

      Even knowing that she had a connection to magic had still not been enough. There was always the real concern she’d had, how she would pay for her time in the Academy. It was expensive. Magical training was not for just anyone. The Society made a point of trying to keep it as cost-prohibitive as possible so that only a certain type of person was permitted to learn true sorcery. Had she not found her benefactor—who she still believed to be Ceran, though she had never learned whether that was truly the case—she wouldn’t have been able to train.

      She stopped in front of the outpost, pushing those thoughts away.

      Why was she having that memory now? Maybe it was the visit with Ceran that had forced her to think about those things again. Perhaps it was just that she had been close to uncovering some truth about Jonathan and then had missed it out of bad luck. Or perhaps it was something else. The fact that she was now here, standing in front of the outpost, a place where she had thought that she would be able to come and learn, and to develop those tricks, to find her place. She had found nothing. There was no sound of buzzing and no sign of the volantinkar.

      She stood there for a moment when she began to notice movement along the street, the steady tension along her skin that suggested magic. It wasn’t the faint tingling of energy that suggested enchantments. This was true sorcery.

      It came from the caravan of people heading in her direction. Not just people. Sorcerers. Nearly a dozen in all, led by an older woman with dark gray hair, a sharp jawline, and flat gray eyes. Jayna knew her. She was a powerful sorcerer—one of the most powerful.

      This was one of the Fates. There were three Fates. They ruled over the Society and were the most powerful sorcerers—at least, Jayna had always believed that they were. Knowing of Toral and Sul’toral, she wondered how they might share against one of them but suspected that they would still be formidable. Worse, there was still the possibility that the Fates were Sul’toral.

      She had anticipated that someone from the Society would come but had not thought it would be one of the Fates themselves. But regardless, it meant that the Society had finally come to Nelar.
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      Jayna had waited in front of the Society outpost for the better part of several hours, all that time waiting to try to understand what the Society might do, how long it might be there. She had pulled on her connection to Char, trying to get his attention, and had eventually felt him push her away. It was strange for her to be aware of, stranger still that she recognized that he had some technique that he managed to use to push her away as if he didn’t even want to visit with her. Then again, he was dealing with the Society now.

      Not just the Society. One of the most powerful sorcerers in the entirety of the Society. One of the Fates.

      There had been no movement in or out of the outpost. The only thing that she had seen were sorcerers on the outpost grounds, placing enchantments upon the building, the stone wall, and even extending them out onto the street. Each time an enchantment was placed, Jayna detected their energy. She wondered if she might be able to learn anything about those enchantments. She had to be careful, though. She didn’t want that power to touch her and discover her presence.

      It reminded her of what she had seen in the vision that Ceran had shown her. Snippets of battles, darkened black fireballs, ice storms, lightning bolts. All the kind of power she couldn’t even fathom calling down upon somebody.

      Perhaps that was the reason that Ceran had shown her those images. He had wanted her to know what that power was like, if only for her to have some experience with it in case she were to come across it again. Jayna didn’t think she would encounter anything like that, but what did she really know? The kind of power that she had dealt with, the kind of energy that she had experienced in the time she’d been serving Ceran, had increasingly become more complicated. The kind of power had become increasingly dangerous.

      She watched one of the sorcerers, an older, gray-haired man she didn’t recognize, weaving around the wall. Every so often, he would tap on the top of the wall. She could practically feel the power that he called upon, sending it out through his palm, into the wall, as he traced an enchantment. When it solidified, there was a coursing of energy that worked through Jayna.

      There was a sizzling, almost crackling sort of energy that washed over her. She wished she understood what he did. Her knowledge of sorcery was too basic, unfortunately. She wanted to get closer but didn’t dare risk drawing the attention of the sorcerer.

      And he wasn’t the only one she needed to be concerned about.

      There were several dular who had come to watch. They stood openly as if not at all concerned by those within the Society seeing them. Perhaps they weren’t. At this point, tensions between the dular and the outpost—and now the Society—had bubbled so much that Jayna worried that the dular might attack. She’d warned Char, but he didn’t think there was reason for concern.

      She tugged on the connection that she shared with Char again. This time, she pulled even more profoundly them before, trying to draw his attention out, demanding that he respond to her.

      She could feel him trying to fight it, though Jayna refused to allow him to do so. She had more strength than Char, and she could use her Toral connection—along with the bloodstone bound to her Toral ring—to force him to pay attention to her.

      “Dammit, Char,” she muttered to herself.

      She tried to send that comment through the connection as well.

      He didn’t respond.

      It irritated her that Char would ignore her. Maybe it shouldn’t. She had ignored him for a long time, as well. Maybe this was his way of getting back at her. Then again, she was responsible for stopping dark sorcerers, revealing the danger within the outpost, and generally saving Nelar. Besides, it seemed to her that Char recognized the dangers that she had shown him, anyway. He must have sent word to the Society in such a way that one of the Fates had come.

      The Fates were sorcerers without rival. At least, she had always believed that was the case. Having met Ceran, other Sul’toral, she questioned whether that was true.

      She tugged on the connection between her and Char again, drawing on it, demanding that he respond. Finally, she felt a soft pulling back.

      She stayed in the shadows of the alley across the street from the outpost. When the door came open, and Char came out, he stopped, visited with the other sorcerer for a moment, and then returned to the door briefly before heading back toward the entrance to the outpost. When he stepped out into the street, he paused. Jayna tugged on the connection between them. That linking spell bound them together, and she could feel his awareness surge, and he turned directly toward her, striding across the street. He was dressed in his Society robes, something she thought foolish to do given the current circumstances in the city, but she wasn’t about to tell Char how to dress. He’d already been warned.

      “You’ve made your point. I won’t be able to ignore you, Jayna.”

      “Do you really want to ignore me?”

      She moved forward, getting out into the light, keeping her focus on the outpost. She wouldn’t put it past one of the sorcerers to have followed Char.

      “Unfortunately, I think I need to.”

      Jayna stepped toward him, and she looked at him. His eyes were tight, drawn, and she wondered how much he had been sleeping. He was responsible for keeping the dark sorcerers captured, so there was the possibility that he had been awake for an impossible time, all that time on edge, worried that the dark sorcerers might escape.

      But then, Jayna knew that there was a way to hold dark sorcerers. She knew that there was a place that could steal away magic. She’d barely escaped from it herself. Kolathin and the others wouldn’t be nearly as capable as her. Maybe it was arrogance to think that way, but she believed it true.

      “One of the Fates came,” Jayna said.

      “Yes,” Char said. “I’m surprised you recognized her.”

      “I don’t know, having been within the Academy for as long as I had, and now having worked on the outskirts of the Academy, on the outskirts of the Society, I have some experience with sorcery,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m surprised that they came themselves.”

      “Only one,” Char said.

      “Did you think there were going to be more?”

      Char glanced behind him before turning back to her, shaking his head. “To be honest, I didn’t know. I wasn’t exactly sure what might happen. What I sent the request to the Society, I suspected they would send help, but…” He turned his attention back to Jayna. “We haven’t found this many dark sorcerers in one place at one time in a long time.”

      “We?” She planted her hands on her hips, and she took a step toward Char before tamping down the frustration that filled her. “I think you mean me. I’m the one who found the dark sorcerers. I’m the one who incapacitated them. I’m the one who—”

      “If you want recognition, then you can join me back in the outpost, and I’m sure that they will be more than happy to offer you whatever you think you need. If that’s what you’re after, then you can come back with me, and—”

      “I don’t want any recognition,” Jayna said. “Other than from you. I need for you to recognize that I’m not a dark sorcerer.” For whatever reason, that was important to her. Probably because this was Char. Her friend. Now, he was the only other person connected to this kind of power in Nelar. With Eva around, it had been easier for her to deal with Char acting like this, but without her…

      Char breathed out heavily before shaking his head. “I can tell you that you were helpful,” he said. “And I can also tell you that I’m going to be preoccupied for a while. I’m not going to be able to answer your call.”

      “Just tell me what they’re going to do with them.”

      “Why? If you intend to track them back to the Society, I can’t help you.”

      “The Society is the issue,” Jayna said. “You and I both know that to be true. We don’t know how deep the rot extends, only that there is some within it.”

      “I know,” Char said.

      “Aren’t you going to do anything about it?”

      “I am doing something about it. I am keeping you from destroying it.” He took a deep breath, straightening. “I’m keeping my eyes open. I am willing to dig, willing to look, knowing that there is a danger within the Society, but at the same time, I’m not willing to let you destroy all of the Society because there is some darkness within it.”

      “And I think that needs to come down so that it can be rebuilt,” she said.

      It startled her to feel that way. Having dealt with dark sorcery, seeing the effect of the Sul’toral, and knowing just how deep the rot extended, she couldn’t help but feel as if that were what needed to happen. And if it did, she thought that some sorcerers would be able to rebuild the Society, maybe even someone like Char, others who had to be still serving the right cause.

      “You just need to leave me alone,” Char said. He glanced toward the Society outpost again before turning back to Jayna. “We’re taking this seriously. Look at how many came.”

      “I saw. And I saw what happened when you marched your little army into the city and how easily you were incapacitated. I saw that you would have lost all of them had I not been there.”

      “Jayna…”

      She breathed out heavily. “Do me a favor. If you aren’t going to let me help you with this, at least look into something on my behalf.”

      “What do you think that I can do while one of the Fates is here?”

      It was actually having one of the Fates in the outpost which had given Jayna the idea. “I think that you need to look into the founding of the Society.”

      “We have gone through that before.”

      “This is different,” she said. “This is not just about the founding of the Society but helping me learn names. Anything that you can about them. How they lead, what their interests were, and…” She patted her pocket, feeling the enchantments a Telluminder had given her, wondering if there might be something in those volumes that would help her understand even that.

      She doubted it, though. There would be no reason for the Society to keep anything about the defeat of those founders. They wouldn’t even view it as defeat. They probably viewed it as others wanting to cast away the Society, wanting to prove their power over the Society, a challenge to the order of things.

      “I won’t have time to do that,” Char said.

      “It’s important.”

      “You still think that the founders of the Society are responsible for all of this,” he asked, turning and looking all around the fountain. His gaze lingered there the longest, and she suspected the thoughts that came back to him. He had been here when Agnew—or Dorian, as that was his Sul’toral name—had attacked.

      “You were here. You saw what Master Agnew did. You saw who he was.”

      A flicker of concern crossed Char’s eyes, but it wasn’t just that concerned that she saw crossing his eyes; it was what she felt through the linking spell. That connection had started to shift over time, and now she could feel how he was hesitating, the concern that he had, the worry that he felt, and she knew that she was right.

      “I saw what he was, but I still feel like that was an isolated incident.”

      “You know,” Jayna said, “You know that Master Agnew was actually Dorian Hale, a Sul’toral of great power. As you know—”

      “I know what you have told me.”

      “Then look into it,” she said, stepping closer to him. He didn’t back away, which Jayna figured was a good sign. “Don’t fear the truth. That isn’t the Char that I know.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      When he started to turn away, Jayna caught his wrist. “I know you,” she said. “And I know you care about Society, which means you need to keep digging. I know that you will.”

      Char breathed out heavily. “They aren’t going to be here long. They’ll secure them, and then question them, and bring them for sentencing.”

      “Where will they be brought?”

      Char arched a brow. “You know.”

      Jayna hadn’t been sure, but the way that he suggested it told her that they intended to bring them to the Society house. It was the heart of the Society, situated in the capital and close to the Academy. Back where she had learned, but more than that, back where she had grown up. Not only was the Society house the heart of the Society in these lands, it would be nearly impossible to break out of.

      Perhaps if somebody worked on behalf of the Sul’toral, they wouldn’t be able to break out.

      Or worse, if they worked on behalf of the Sul’toral, there was a real possibility that they might even be in the Society house. Maybe they’d release them and welcome them back to whatever movement they were a part of.

      “Just be careful, Char,” she said.

      “I am.” He turned and headed back across the street. As he did, she started to feel some shifting in the mind between them, the linking spell blurring, becoming more muted. Was Char actually trying to keep her from reaching him?

      He might be, though. He had made it clear that he was willing to block her to keep her from knowing what he was doing. He still held a grudge that she had left the Academy and left him behind, and she couldn’t even blame him for it. She might feel the same way if the situation was reversed.

      Jayna stared at the outpost. He had given her some information, though. He had told her that they weren’t leaving right away. They were securing them, questioning them, and preparing them for departure.

      It gave her time.

      She had no idea how much time she had, but there had to be enough here to figure out what she was going to do. Jayna had anticipated that the Society would immediately drag the dark sorcerers away, but perhaps they were taking the threat more seriously than she had anticipated.

      Then again, there was the possibility that they had come to understand the danger of the Sul’toral. Jayna couldn’t have been the only one to have heard of those dangers. And she didn’t think that the entirety of the Society was corrupt. They couldn’t be.

      As she made her way through the city, she passed a pair of dular, and they started to turn toward her.

      Great. She didn’t need the dular tracking her.

      She hurried off, taking a side street, before ducking around the corner and looking back. She couldn’t tell if she was followed, but she didn’t think that she had been. At this point, Jayna wasn’t sure that she would even know. When she was convinced there was nothing more, she kept going.

      She picked her way through the street, moving quickly, as quietly as she could, and had gotten several streets over when she realized that she was still followed. She couldn’t see who was out there, only that somebody was tracking her. She cursed under her breath. Whatever was there, whatever was there, was coming toward her.

      And they were likely thinking she was implicated in the attack.

      Jayna picked up her face. As she did, she kept looking around. There was no other movement near her. Nothing else to implicate that there was anyone else here to be concerned about, but she did see something.

      It gave her an idea.

      She darted down the street, heading toward Master Raollet’s shop. The sense of pursuit faded the longer that she went, and she breathed out, thinking that perhaps she had managed to get away without getting noticed. By the time she reached the street, she slowed. Master Raollet’s shop was on a sparsely populated, older section of the city. There was very little here as a reminder. Very little here that was anything from the city that had been here before.

      She glanced to the moss, never really knowing why it was so prominent here, only that it seemed to cover everything. She hurried toward Master Raollet’s shop, and when she reached it, she found it locked. The door was closed, and when she peeked in the window, she didn’t see any sign of anyone there. Master Raollet either wasn’t there, or he didn’t want anyone interrupting.

      He was another person Jayna wished that she had some way of contacting. He had resources she needed to leverage in Nelar. Especially given what she was dealing with.

      She looked along the street. A pair of large, muscular men tailed her.

      She didn’t recognize either of them. They might be dular, especially given what she had seen before, but it was possible that they weren’t. If that was the case, then could they be with the outpost?

      Sadly, she wouldn’t put it past Char or the Society to some people after her. Now that the Fates were here, she wondered if somebody else had come hunting for rogue sorcerers in the city. She hadn’t been discrete about her use of power since they’d come to the city, though now that she understood her Toral connection and the bloodstone woven within the ring, she hadn’t feared using it as much, either.

      She started toward Telluminder’s shop, thinking that if nothing else, she would go to him and chat more about the Society, see what he might be able to tell her about the enchantments he had given her when she started to feel a strange vibration within her pocket. She recognized it as Topher’s enchantment and hurriedly pulled it out of her pocket, turning it in hand. She brought it up to her ear, listening.

      “Topher?”

      “Jayna,” Topher said, his voice coming tinny through the enchantment. “I’m glad it worked. I need you to come.”

      “Another one?”

      “Just like the last one. No buzzing near it, though. Maybe it’s not tied to the creatures? Anyway, this one is to the western side of the city. It is surprisingly close to the outpost.”

      Jayna groaned. “Figures,” she muttered.

      “I thought that you might’ve found it, but….”

      “No, I was too busy watching the outpost itself and trying to make sure that the dular didn’t get into a fight with them.”

      “I don’t know who placed it,” Topher said. “I didn’t see anybody leave it here.”

      She turned, hurrying through the street, jumping over a pile of debris, and reaching the outer edge of the city bounded by the forest. From there, she hurried into the trees, glancing behind her to see if her tail was still there. There was no sign of the two massive men who had been following her. She jogged, racing around the outside of the city, wishing that she might have an enchantment that would add to speed for her, but she didn’t generally make enchantments like that.

      By the time she caught up to Topher, she was getting tired. The area around the enchantment looked much like it had in the other part of the forest. The nearby trees had already started to wither, and the ground was dry and crackling. Jayna looked out to the edge of the city, noticing the gleaming pale white stone of the outpost. It was situated on the edge of the city, separate but connected. As he’d said, there was no buzzing here. Maybe she’d been wrong about the source of power.

      “What do you think?” Topher asked, stepping away from the trees.

      “I think that I don’t like that there’s another one.”

      “Are you going to try to collect it so that you can test it?”

      That was one possibility, but it wasn’t the one that she cared much for.

      She focused on the linking spell between her and Char, but there was a muted sense and nothing more. She tried to draw on it, but it remained faint and faded.

      She shook her head. “He could at least answer,” she muttered.

      “He won’t?” Topher asked.

      Jayna looked up. “Well, now that one of the Fates is here, he is a little preoccupied.” Topher sucked in a sharp breath. “You’ve heard of them?”

      “I think most people have heard of the Fates, Jayna.”

      “Well, we have one here.”

      “If there’s one of the Fates here, then that is good, isn’t it? It means that they are taking this danger seriously.”

      “I hope so,” she said. “Because the alternative is worse.”

      She focused on the box. She remembered what she had to do the last time, how she had poured power out of her uncontrollably, using her Toral ring, and she did the same now. She connected to the ring, to the bloodstone within it, and she drew upon that uncontrolled power, sending it exploding out of her, into the box. She had to push harder than she remembered doing before, cold working all the way down to her toes, the edge of darkness flashing through her awareness of the power of the Toral ring, but she ignored that as she continued to pour power out. It felt as if the box were absorbing it, as if it were destroying it, but then she overwhelmed it.

      The box exploded.

      She leaned back, looking over to Topher. “We need to know if they left any more of these around. We can’t leave them here.”

      “What would happen if we don’t find them?”

      Jayna looked at the tree that had started to wither, the way that the ground had already started to die. “It would destroy the city. Probably everyone inside. And then…”

      It was the ‘and then’ part that she didn’t know. If they didn’t stop it, where would it spread? How far would it go? Those questions bothered her the most, questions that she didn’t feel as if Ceran had properly answered, and she worried that she might not be enough. But if she didn’t do it, then who would? She breathed out, looking through the trees toward the outpost. It would be so much easier if Char would work with her. Actually, it would be so much easier if Eva were with her.

      She got to her feet, nodded to Topher. “Let’s keep looking.”
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      Nothing could be done except keep an eye on the outpost, though Jayna hadn’t found anything while she had observed it. She had tried to place her own enchantments around it, thinking that she might be able to uncover some movement, but she had been cautious about it, not wanting to be too aggressive with her enchantments and reveal that she was there. She still had no idea what the Fate might do if she realized that Jayna was in the city. She suspected that the worst thing that might happen would be that she would be dragged back to the Academy, forced to complete her training.

      No. This was one of the Fates. That wasn’t the worst thing that would happen. She would likely view her as a dark sorcerer, burn her magic from her, and then bring her in for sentencing.

      With the outpost in view, she found herself staring in the distance, watching it. The Society would come for the dark sorcerers, and if any of them were involved in the kind of sorcerer that she feared, she would follow them, be alerted when they released the dark sorcerers, and intervene.

      It was far easier when she had Eva with her, especially now that she knew Ceran didn’t intend to help.

      There was another possibility with those dark sorcerers. The Society might attempt to burn magic off of them. It was difficult to do, and it required considerable power, but now that the Fate was here, Jayna imagined that was possible.

      It had been her fear ever since beginning to train with Ceran.

      Jayna hadn’t really expected to feel much of anything. She knew what kind of building the outpost was, the protections within it. She knew that it would be highly unlikely that she would even be able to detect anything that the Society was doing inside, especially when it dealt with that chamber beneath the Society where they would keep the prisoners. But she had placed multiple enchantments along the roads leading away from Nelar. She wanted to be alerted to when the Society departed, if nothing else.

      Jayna didn’t have any answers about anything taking place in the city yet. Char hadn’t responded to her, though at this point, she started to question whether he would even try to get back to her and let her know what she needed. She wasn’t sure that he would even be paying any attention to her. It was possible that he would be more concerned with the possibility of what might happen to him, rather than what might happen to her.

      She tried to suppress that irritation, trying to ignore it, but that was the very real possibility. She found herself back in Master Raollet’s part of the city. The city itself was quiet here, and the glowing moss that touched the buildings gave off a strangely pungent aroma. She passed several crumbling buildings before she reached Master Raollet’s shop. She tested his door. Once again, it was locked.

      What was going on with him?

      She wandered, making her way toward Telluminder’s shop, and was partially concerned about going to him for any sort of help, but this was a man who had already offered his help, though this was also somebody who had made it clear that he wasn’t able to help her any more than he had. She stopped in front of the door and then pushed it open.

      As soon as she did, she froze. There was a sorcerer inside.

      She could feel the use of magic.

      Jayna slipped in, moving to the back of the shop, and immediately began to twist the Toral ring around her finger, worried that there might be some issue. If there was some attack, she wanted to be ready.

      The shop was dark. The air was still, and there was a hint of dust along this part of the shop. Jayna rarely spent much time wandering around inside of Telluminder’s shop. Usually, when she came here, she was looking for information and not trying to examine the contents of his shop.

      Jayna scanned the shelves, looking as if she were shopping. If she was discovered, she could claim that she was simply looking at some of the ancient relics that were here. She was careful not to use any sorcery. It caused her to focus more on her Toral ring, calling that power through her, feeling the cold burning upper arm, working its way through her, but it was that cold which she could use.

      Jayna held onto the power within her, preparing to unleash it if necessary. She slipped along the shelves. Then she started to hear voices.

      “I’ve told you all that I can,” Telluminder was saying. “I don’t know what else you might be looking for.”

      “We are looking for the one who helped hold them.”

      This was dark, deep, and a hint of menace within it. A dark sorcerer? No. Jayna didn’t think that was a dark sorcerer, just one of the Society, coming and looking for her.

      “I don’t know anything about them,” Telluminder said. “As I’ve told you,” he said, and she felt almost as if he were trying to direct her out of the store, but she wasn’t about to leave. She wasn’t afraid of any sorcerer. “I don’t know this person.”

      “There are others in the city who tell me you do.”

      Jayna felt a tingling. It was a strange sensation. She wasn’t at all sure what it was, only that she had felt something like it only one other time before. This was not just any sorcerer.

      This was a Sniffer.

      It was what they called those in the Society who searched for dark magic. They were a relatively new addition to the Society but were rumored to be quite skilled. She had only seen one once and had been aware that they were always using their spell. They held onto that power, holding it around them, using it to try to detect magic all the time.

      Now it was directed upon her. Jayna could feel how it was targeting her, and she resisted the urge to use her Toral ring, using anything that might draw attention to her. Instead, she simply stood there.

      She felt that tingling work over her, and then it faded. She crowded back into the darkness of the shop. Did the Sniffer think that she was a dark sorcerer?

      They might. There was the other sorcerer that had been with Char, the other one that she had saved, in fact, and given the way that she had fought, it would be a reasonable thing for them to assume that she had dark magic as well.

      “We expect that you will send any word of this person to the outpost. You know how to reach me.”

      “Oh, I know how to reach you, but I also know that you don’t really care to find them. You just want to—”

      Telluminder cut off suddenly. And as he did, she could practically feel some power building from the Sniffer. What sort of enchantment was he using?

      “Don’t make me return,” he said. “And don’t think I don’t know what you are.”

      Jayna didn’t move. There was a soft thudding of footsteps across the wooden floorboards, and then the door opened, and the Sniffer slipped back outside. Jayna let out a heavy breath, and she stood motionless. She didn’t dare move, especially as she didn’t know if the Sniffer had left some sort of spell or enchantment in place to detect her. More than that, she didn’t know if there was somebody else here. The Sniffer might not have come by himself. It was a good thing that she hadn’t moved. There came more footsteps, the door opened, and another passed outside.

      Jayna counted to fifty heartbeats before Telluminder spoke.

      “You can step out now, Jayna,” he said.

      Jayna moved forward, making her way toward Telluminder. She glanced back toward the door. “He didn’t detect me.”

      Telluminder’s brow furrowed, a darkness clouding across it for a moment. “No,” he said. “It seems as if he didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know if I have an answer for that.”

      “You protected me,” Jayna said.

      Telluminder frowned, and then he shook his head. “I have no reason to reveal any of my secrets to them,” he said. He looked over to her. “And don’t think this was about you because it wasn’t.”

      “I didn’t say—”

      “I know what you were saying.”

      Jayna looked around the inside of the shop. There were spaces on the shelves where items were missing. Dust around them suggested it was recent. The Sniffer must’ve taken several items here.

      “I’ve had some experience with them,” she said. “Back when I was still in the Academy. None recently. They’re supposed to track down dark sorcerers, but in all the time that I’ve been working on trying to track down dark sorcerers myself, I haven’t come across any who have any useful skill.”

      “That is not terribly surprising,” he said. “Especially as they don’t necessarily care.”

      “They don’t?”

      “They believe that there is very limited dark sorcery in the world, and they know very little about any dark creatures.” He glanced over to her. “Something I believe you have struggled with.”

      “I have had a hard time getting the Society to pay attention to the dangers that I know exist.”

      “And I suspect you will. Unfortunately, the Society doesn’t want to see the danger that exists out in the world, right under their nose. They would much prefer to ignore it and much prefer to have others ignore it with them.”

      Jayna turned away, pausing in front of the shelves, tracing her fingers in the dust where the items had been. She wished that she had some way of discovering what might’ve been here, the kind of power that Telluminder had kept, but Sniffer was certainly skilled enough that he would’ve known what some of these enchantments did.

      “What did he take?”

      “Some of my older items,” he said, a note of irritation in his voice. “Nothing of great power but more sentimental value to me.”

      “You didn’t want to stop him?”

      “Did you think that I could?”

      She hesitated. “You shielded me. I don’t know how you did it, but I felt it. The Sniffer didn’t know that I was there. You did that.”

      Telluminder snorted, and he hopped off his stool, making his way around the shop. He tapped on several different items that were situated on the shelves. “Nothing quite so exciting as I imagine your mind is chasing, Jayna.”

      He wasn’t wrong. She had started to question, especially when Sniffer had said he knew what Telluminder was. Jayna didn’t even know what Telluminder was.

      “I have my own protections placed here. I figured that it was beneficial for me to do so, especially given the kind of people that have been frequenting my shop.”

      “You’ve always had that kind of people frequenting your shop,” she said.

      He shrugged. “Perhaps I have. So I’ve always had a layer of protection here. I figured that’s for the best.”

      “And what have you found?”

      “I found that with the right protections, even those who think they understand sorcery can be obfuscated. It is not so complicated as you would imagine.”

      Left Jayna wondering just how many times she’d come in the shop and somebody else had been here, and she hadn’t known it. She didn’t think there had been that many times, but what if there had been?

      “Why don’t you tell me why you returned?” Telluminder said.

      “I have a question for you,” she said.

      “Obviously,” Telluminder said. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have returned. Does it have anything to do with the Fate in the city?”

      She suppressed surprise that he knew that one of the Fates was in the city. “Not exactly,” she said. “I’m looking for information about the founding members of the Society.”

      Telluminder hopped back up onto a stool, and he rested his elbows on the table. “The two of us have already discussed that, Jayna. There is nothing more that I know that can help you. I have given you all the help, all of the information, and all of the details that I know. If you need more, you are going to have to look for it yourself.”

      She nodded. “I’ve been looking. And I will continue to do so. I’m just saying that I was hopeful that you might have some answers.” She was going to have to trust Telluminder. It wasn’t that it was difficult for her to do so, even. He had always acted as if he wanted to help, but he had his own goals, and she wasn’t exactly sure what kind of being Telluminder was. Not human, she knew. Not El’aras. And having learned about the Ashara, she knew that he wasn’t that, either.

      “I’ve been finding enchantments outside of the city that cause things to decay rapidly. Could it be tied to the volantinkar?”

      Jayna wasn’t entirely sure if it was, but the kind of magic that Telluminder had described would fit with what she had seen.

      He breathed out slowly before shifting on his stool, and then he leaned down, reaching under his counter, and she thought that maybe he would bring the same trunk back out again that he had when she had been here the last time. Instead, he pulled out a thick, leather-bound book. The black cover had a symbol embossed upon it, reminding her of the kind of book that Master Raollet had in his shop. Did all of these shop owners have something similar? He flipped the pages, turning to one section.

      “Let me guess, you and Master Raollet—”

      “We have shared discussions,” he said.

      She chuckled. “I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised by that. The two of you do have many similarities.”

      “Perhaps,” he muttered. “I don’t think that it is the power of the volantinkar, though I am not an expert on that magic. Unfortunately, I have heard of magic like that. Only once. And it was spoken of in a place beyond here.”

      “What kind of place?”

      “Beyond the mountains, beyond the kingdom. Beyond these lands.” He paused, turning to the middle section of the book, and he rested his finger on the page. As he did, he traced his finger along, coming to a passage. He started reading, his mouth moving, but he didn’t speak it aloud. Finally, he breathed out heavily. “Nothing. Just a reference of a great pestilence that destroyed the city.”

      “From the reaction you gave me when I mentioned it, I thought you might have had more than just some great pestilence. Maybe there is a way that it was tied to the volantinkar.”

      He looked over to her, and his frown deepened. “I’m sorry that I don’t have all of the answers for you, Jayna. I’ve provided you far more than you have provided me.”

      “There were two boxes around the city. Both of them were enchantments. I tried to move them, but I found my own magic dissolved by them. I had to destroy them.” She tipped her head slightly. “There. Now I’ve shared with you.”

      “How did you destroy them?”

      “I had to pour uncontrolled magic into them, essentially feeding whatever darkness there until it was overwhelmed.”

      Telluminder frowned. “Interesting. You said you found two of these?”

      “So far, but we’re looking for others. I’m afraid that there might be more within the city, and if there are, I don’t know what more we might need to do.”

      “If there are others, then we need to move them,” he said. “It is as simple as that.”

      She snorted. “Maybe it’s simple for you, but it wasn’t necessarily simple for me. Destroying them took considerable effort.”

      “But you did destroy them.”

      She regarded him for a moment. “You know something more than what you’re letting on.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t. I wish that I did. If this power has returned to this part of the world—”

      “Returned? You made it sound like it has not been here before.”

      “Well, perhaps it has not been here before, but it is here now. So if this power is here in the world,” he went on, arching a brow at her and shrugging, “then I think we must be prepared for it.”

      “I am prepared for it,” she said.

      “We must be prepared to destroy it,” he said.

      That was unlike Telluminder. He didn’t generally speak of destroying things. He was a scholar, though Jayna didn’t know what else he was. Maybe Eva knew, but she hadn’t said anything when she had still been in the city.

      “If that’s what it takes, then I will do that.”

      “I suppose that means I have to look into it, as well. I will put my resources into it,” he said with a sigh.

      “Now you will? When it came to me asking about the Society, ask about my brother, you weren’t willing to help, but with this….”

      “This has the potential to destroy my city.”

      She smiled tightly. “Is it your city?”

      “Do not push me, Jayna.”

      “I’m not trying to push you; I’m just trying to understand. He said he knew what you were. What are you?”

      Telluminder hopped down from his stool. “I am Telluminder. That is enough.”

      She waited for him to say something more, but he headed to the back of the shop.

      It was the second time that he had done that to her. He knew something. She was certain of it. Or if he didn’t know something, at least he knew where to look.

      There was something dangerous here.

      Jayna had known that. Of course she had. She had felt the danger and the challenge they were dealing with and had been fully aware of what that meant. The challenge for her otherwise, though, was in understanding what she was going to have to do. Stop the violence, stop the sorcerer, and figure out which Sul’toral was responsible. She wasn’t sure what that would involve.

      She glanced at the counter where he had kept the book. Maybe she could borrow it and see what more she might learn. But if she were to do that, she had little doubt that Telluminder would know, and it would possibly disrupt any possibility that she might have of working with him again. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to do that, either.

      She needed Telluminder.

      So instead, she stepped out of the shop.

      She still hadn’t detected anything against the enchantments she had placed but wanted to do her own survey around the city. They had not found any further enchantments. There might be more of those dark enchantments, but she had not seen them. Topher had not found anything, either. Both had been searching, worried that they might uncover something, but so far, neither of them had uncovered any answers.

      Jayna didn’t know what would happen if another of those enchantments was released in the city. She feared that if she didn’t find it, and destroy it, power like that might spread again, causing decay everywhere.

      She reached the outskirts of the city. Every so often, she could swear that she felt somebody behind her, but then that sense faded. Now that she knew there was a Sniffer in the city, she had to be more on edge. If the Sniffer knew that she was active, it was possible he could keep pace with her. She wasn’t entirely sure what techniques the Sniffers used, only that they were competent in ways that most within the Society were not. It wouldn't be such an issue if she could guide them against the dark sorcerers, but this one seemed more concerned about Jayna.

      She wandered along the forest. From here, she did create several spells, trying to detect anything, but as she made her way here, she found no sense of the decay magic. No sense of any sort of dark magic. She twisted her Toral ring, half expecting that there would be some sense of power pulsing upon it, but even as she did, she found nothing.

      At one point, she paused where the temple had been, where she had seen that other box, but she didn’t find anything. She couldn’t even feel any set of she wandered over the section of earth where the magic had been, testing whether there was anything here that might have lingered. Jayna made her way around the city and even ventured out into the forest, listening to the sounds around her, half expecting that she would hear the steady buzzing of the volantinkar and find nothing. It took her most of the afternoon, and she found no sign of the enchantments and no sign of the creatures.

      The first one had been placed to target where the sorcerers came into the city. The second one had targeted the Society outpost. They might have already accomplished what they wanted. Maybe the strange decay box had destroyed protections around the Society outpost, permitting the dark sorcerers an opportunity to escape.

      What if that happened? Jayna could intervene.

      By the time she finished her loop of the city, still not finding anything else, she was on the far side. She wanted nothing more than to go home, but there wasn’t anything for her at her home. It was times like these when she missed Eva more than ever. She missed having an opportunity to talk with her, to bounce ideas off her, and she missed her friend.

      It was times like these when she wished that she and Char would have maintained their friendship. All she had now was Topher. She cared for Topher, and they were friends, but he could be unpredictable. Not that she would say that to Topher. It would probably upset him.

      There wasn’t much else for her to do. She could wait. That was about it.

      So she made her way toward the Crooked Pint, a tavern that she still enjoyed visiting and whose proprietor acted as if he owed her, always kind and always generous with his portions of food. He would even often slip an extra mug of ale to her.

      The sound of music washed over her when she reached the tavern, and tension faded from her. The tavern itself wasn’t much. The tables were worn and faded, though solid wood. The chairs were stout. The tavern itself smelled like any other tavern, but there was a vibrancy here, the music from the bards playing filling the tavern, the laughing of people sitting and drinking or gaming competing with the music, and through it all was a sense of normalcy.

      She took a seat at the table, and it wasn’t long before Robert sauntered over, making his way to her, and sat down a mug of ale. “I could bring a bottle of wine if you prefer,” he said.

      “That’s not necessary. I don’t need you to open a new bottle just for me.”

      He glanced toward the door. “We miss her around here, you know.”

      “I do, too,” Jayna said.

      “Any idea when she’s coming back? Topher is getting more than a little jumpy, you know.”

      She chuckled. “Jumpy would be a good way to describe him.”

      “He’s always been a little jumpy, at least as long as I’ve known him, which, to be honest, isn’t that long. When he first came to the city, he was jumpy. I suppose that comes from being used to smaller towns. Now with that one gone, he’s been more on edge than ever before.”

      “I can’t blame him,” Jayna said. “We both have been.”

      “I haven’t seen him around here much the last few days. Usually stops in once a day, but it’s almost like he’s afraid to.”

      “We’ve been looking into something,” she said.

      “Is that right?”

      “Not good,” she said.

      “The kind of things that you go looking into often aren’t.” He flashed a smile. “I can get you some food so that you can take your mind off of things here for a little while. Let someone else worry for you.” He limped away.

      Jayna watched him go. Robert was a good man. There were precious few of those in her world. She took a long drink. His ale was decent. Perhaps not the best in the city, but it didn’t really need to be. At this point, all it needed was to be cold and tasty. She sat there, working on her ale, her mind racing when she started to feel a faint trembling from one of the enchantments that she’d placed around the city. She knew immediately what it was.

      The Society was leaving.
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      Jayna left a stack of coins on the table and hurried out of the tavern. She didn’t even delay long enough to say anything to Robert before she departed. As soon as she left, she tapped the enchantment Topher had made for her and pushed a bit of power through it as she activated it.

      “If you can hear me, I need you to know that I have to head out.” There was no answer. Once again, she tried to push more energy into the marker. “The Society is leaving. I need to go and see where they’re going and make sure that I know what they plan on doing with the sorcerers.”

      As before, there was no response.

      She breathed out a sigh. Topher would likely think that she had abandoned him. But if she didn’t go now, she wasn’t sure that she would find what she needed. She wasn’t sure if there would be any way to find what she needed.

      Instead, she headed hurriedly across the city, making her way toward the outpost. From here, it wasn’t very far. She could feel something—an energy in the air, a certain trembling—and it suggested to her that there was a change here. A power. It may be a mistake for her to head this way and possibly put herself against the Society—or more than that, to put herself out in the open in front of the Society—but she felt like she needed to do it. She needed answers.

      Having a Sniffer in the city left her uncomfortable. They might be tracking her, and though she believed in her ability to outsmart a Sniffer, she didn’t want to tangle with what if it wasn’t necessary. It would only draw the attention of the Society.

      Jayna reached the edge of the city.

      She could feel the line of the enchantment that she had placed, each of them somehow getting triggered gradually, one after another, slowly and steadily activated as the Society made their way along. They were targeted towards anybody with magic. She suspected that anybody within the Society would know that she had placed them or that somebody had placed them, and once they realized it, there was little to do other than to acknowledge that she was here.

      One of the enchantments suddenly faded. They were aware that she was tracking them. Jayna didn’t care. All she needed to know was that they were heading away and in which direction.

      They were heading back toward the Society house. Jayna had partly hoped that they would have gone toward the village to at least see what had taken place and why the dark sorcerers had attacked, but it was almost as if they didn’t care. Maybe they didn’t. Having dark sorcerers captured was enough of a wind.

      She hurried after the enchantments that she felt while also trying to tug on her connection to Char.

      She didn’t feel him. He really had masked that connection.

      If he wouldn’t answer, she would do this on her own. And anything that happened was not going to be her fault.

      She reached the edge of the city.

      They had come by foot, which she thought surprising. There were other ways of traveling. She had seen people using enchantments to travel; she wouldn’t be terribly surprised if they use something like that, whether enchanted creatures, perhaps wagons, or something that could even fly. What she needed was to reach them before they started to take advantage of any enchantments. She wanted to make sure that she wasn’t going to lose them. She hadn’t gone far from the city when she felt the first strange surge.

      The landscape outside of the city was bleak, with trees lining the road. She had been moving quickly and hadn’t gone very far when she began to feel the pull of power on her again. There was a distinct sensation to it that she recognized. Dark magic. Jayna was certain of it. It caused the Toral ring to constrict around her finger with just enough force that she understood there had to be some considerable power here, even if she wasn’t sure where that power was, nor was she sure if it was anything more than the dark sorcerers that she had captured attempting to try their kind of magic against the Society. They were holding her captive, and so it was unlikely they would succeed.

      Unlikely, but not impossible.

      She kept following, watching for this danger, and the constriction of the ring began to take on something of a pattern. She recognized that pattern. It signified a dark creature rather than a dark sorcerer.

      Where was it?

      She slowed so that she would have an opportunity to track that power more easily, but so far, had not been able to follow the sense as well as what she wanted.

      “Jayna?”

      The sudden voice caused her to jump, and she spun but realized with a start it had come from Topher.

      “Dammit, Topher,” she muttered, pulling the enchantment out of her pocket and squeezing it. She pushed her own power through it, tracing a spell to add to it as she tried to connect to him. “What are you doing?”

      “I’ve been looking for you. You disappeared. Robert said you were in the tavern, and….”

      His voice sounded far clearer than she had expected. That was odd.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m at the house waiting for you. I thought maybe you’d be there.”

      “You sound…” She wasn’t exactly sure what to make of it. Only that he sounded clearer than he had expected. “I’m following the Society outside of the city. There’s a dark creature near me, so I’m going to need some silence for a little while.”

      “You went without me?”

      “This isn’t about going without you,” she said. “I’m not so sure that you should have been a part of this regardless. I wanted to let you know where I was going, but that’s it.”

      She felt guilty leaving the way that she had. She hadn’t abandoned him. She intended to return. But had it been Eva rather than Topher, Jayna knew what she would’ve done.

      The ring constricted again. More power came this direction. More danger.

      “I don’t have much longer here,” she said. “I’m going to need to have quiet. I’ll let you know what’s going on and when I’m coming back to the city.”

      “You intend to come back?”

      “What? Of course I do.”

      There was a moment of silence. “Oh. That’s good. I thought maybe you were leaving me.”

      “Topher—”

      “You don’t have to pretend I’m helpful.”

      “Who’s pretending? You have been helpful. Without you, we wouldn’t have discovered the enchantments that we had, and there would’ve been a very different outcome.”

      There was another moment of pause. “Okay. Be safe. If you need me, just let me know.”

      Jayna stuffed the enchantment back into her pocket. She hoped Topher wouldn’t interrupt her again.

      Jayna focused and then began to try a tracking spell. It was a straightforward spell that she layered over the ground. Having done so, Jayna could draw upon magic, and could let it flow out from her and into the tracking spell, which she could then follow. If nothing else, she could use that to detect the dark creature that she knew was there. She had no idea where that dark creature might be, only what she detected.

      The Society couldn’t be that far away from her. Close enough that they would detect her use of magic if she weren’t careful. She didn’t want to reveal her presence quite yet.  Dealing with dark magic was one thing, and Jayna had dealt with dark creatures enough that she was comfortable with it. Dark sorcerers were a level above that, though now she was no longer terrified of the prospect.

      Sul’toral or something else altogether. The idea that she might have to deal with one—or more—worried her. If it were only her Toral connection, she wouldn’t be able to handle them. With the bloodstone, Jayna was better equipped to face one of the Sul’toral, but still didn’t know how she would fare. Ceran had taught her that.

      Nearby, she felt a tingling.

      It wasn’t that far from her, near a copse of trees.

      Jayna slid carefully toward it, feeling the pressure lingering. She was careful not to move too quickly or suddenly, but shadow suddenly streaked toward her. There was a sense of power within it, mixed with something of hunger, of all things.

      She immediately reached for the Toral power, feeling that cold work upper arm out from her, and as soon as that movement neared her, she unleashed it. What other choice did she have but to let it explode from her?

      As it did, she could feel that energy, and she could feel something resisting her.

      There was a strange pressure against her. She was all too aware of that pressure, all too aware of the source of it, and all too aware of where it came from.

      Jayna used her Toral power, but she also added something else to it. She started to loop the snake spell outward, slithering away from her, and she felt that darkness starting to surge, pressing out and around her, and the way that it was doing so, slipping toward that creature. She focused on it, and she let it slide, slithering around until it looped around whatever was coming. Then she jerked. She pulled hard, calling that power back to her.

      The creature fought. It was a heavy strain, the creature struggling against her, making it difficult for Jayna to do anything more than try to drag that creature closer to her.

      It shrieked.

      She had no idea what this was. It didn’t look at all like what she remembered of the volantinkar, but that was the only dark creature—even if Telluminder claimed wasn’t dark—that she had seen around Nelar recently.

      She unleashed a focus power, using the starburst spell as she slammed into the creature until it fell still.

      Jayna braced herself, feeling movement coming toward her. She reacted, pushing out with the magic ball, shielding herself. She drew through her Toral ring, trying to summon even more power.

      Cold began to work through her. The darkness that she had at the edge of her vision continued to glow, practically demanding that she react to it. If she did, Jayna had no idea what would happen to her. She had no idea what that darkness wanted, other than for her to serve it. There was always the temptation that she do it.

      She ignored it, pushing it away.

      She had to modify this spell to draw even more power through it so that she could destroy any creatures coming in her direction.

      She worked quickly.

      Jayna sent out a wave of magic, using it to try to detect what was coming around her. She felt tension building, a sign that magic was used near her, though she didn’t know if it was from the Society or the Sniffer. Whatever it was seemed to be focusing its attention on her.

      Drawing upon the Toral magic, she had to be careful. If it was one of the Sul’toral, they might know she was here. She sent out another detection spell. Then she hurried forward.

      She held onto her Toral connection, readying another bit of sorcery, thinking that she could mingle the two. Jayna didn’t know if the Fate could detect her presence. She was powerful, she knew. But powerful enough to detect Toral magic?

      Jayna hurried along the path. Light in the distance caught her attention.

      It had to be the Society in their captives.

      She focused on the linking spell. She didn’t know if Char was with them or if he had muted the linking spell in some way. She would not have thought him capable of that before, but when the Fate had come to Nelar, it had seemed as if he had managed to mute that connection better than she had expected. Maybe he did have more control over it than she realized.

      She headed toward the lights carefully.

      Her Toral ring didn’t constrict, though they didn’t mean it was safe. It was just that the Toral ring didn’t pick up on a dark magic. She feared the dark sorcerers might escape, though. That might explain the energy that she felt.

      She slowed as she neared the clearing.

      There had been a dozen sorcerers that had come to the city. She’d encountered them as they had approached, and she had seen the Fate among them. She hadn’t known that there was a Sniffer there at the time, but now she found herself looking for him, even though she hadn’t seen him. She had heard his voice, the darkness in his words, and she had felt the danger that he posed. He had to be there.

      But there was no sign of any type of magic that would suggest the Sniffer was out there. There was only the sense of magic. It was as if there was a barrier up ahead, some power that was similar to the magic ball spell that she created, though far more potent. It seemed to surround everything in the distance. It had to be the Fate. Either that or somebody with the Fate. She would likely have powerful sorcerers traveling with her.

      Six people were held captive. She could practically feel the magical bands holding them, some sort of captivity that prevented them from using their magic. Agnew had used something like that on her as well.

      Would there be other dark creatures? Jayna slipped forward, and she half expected that there would be the Sniffer, somebody else watching, or perhaps something more. She didn’t know what it was. All she knew was that there was danger here. She could practically feel that danger. She hadn’t gone very far before there came another surge of power. This time it was behind her.

      Jayna froze. She released her Toral connection and immediately began to wish that she hadn’t. It felt like there was some sort of shield blocking her from reaching for any connection to it.

      Jayna had felt something like that before, and she did the only thing she knew how. She fought. Thankfully her connection to Char was strong enough that she could use the linking spell, connecting across the distance, and borrow some of his sorcery.

      She slid through the protection shielding her, severing at the way that she had when Master Agnew had done that to her. Whoever was here now did not have his strength. They might be skilled but were not as powerful.

      Then she was through. She immediately grasped for her Toral connection.

      As soon as she did, power exploded toward her from the Society.

      She was under attack.
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      There had been many times in Jayna’s life when she had thought that she might have to deal with the Society, but she had never believed that she would face a direct attack from them.

      She wasn’t prepared. She had her Toral ring, and there was considerable power she could access through it, allowing her to connect to Ceran and an ancient power that she wasn’t exactly sure that she fully understood, but facing the Society directly felt wrong.

      She had been given the Toral connection and that power so that she could fight dark sorcerers. Even though she understood that there were dark sorcerers within the Society, it remained difficult for Jayna to separate from the training she’d received when she had been in the Academy. It remained difficult for her to think of the Society as something dark.

      But if there were dark sorcerers, as Jayna believed, she would have to defend herself, and she probably use the kind of magic that Ceran had shown her in the strange visions that she’d had. She wasn’t sure if she could.

      All those thoughts crashed through her mind in little more than an instant.

      Jayna layered a protective spell around herself, sealing herself off. In doing so, she could feel a surge of energy wrapping around her, slipping tightly until it was sealed completely. And then she braced herself.

      Jayna wasn’t completely ready when the power slammed into her. Most of it was deflected. The Toral ring granted her some innate protection from this attack. She didn’t know why, but that power slipped over her before dissipating.

      She hadn’t done anything differently. She hadn’t changed the spell, she hadn’t added anything to it, and she certainly hadn’t done much in the way of sorcery. All she had was the bloodstone added to her ring, but even that generally shouldn’t be enough.

      Jayna started forward before another blast of Society magic came toward her. Jayna braced herself for the possibility of another attack. She wanted to avoid violence, but at this point, she wasn’t sure if she could.

      She felt something like it before. It was an attempt to try to peel away the magic from her, the same way as they had attempted to do so before. She used the same technique that she had, drawing through the linking spell and quickly freeing herself once again. Knowing the trick made it easier—and faster. Jayna didn’t fear that it would hold her quite like it had before.

      She moved. A sense of strangeness around her left her thinking it was some dark creature. She called upon her Toral connection, trying to force some linking between her and Ceran, but it faded.

      Something was approaching from behind her.

      It seemed as if something had reached her from behind. She tried to call upon the power within herself, but it sputtered.

      She noticed a slight fluttering through the linking spell. It was subtle and faint, but it was there. Which meant that Char was there.

      Not just there, but here.

      The figure began to form a spell.

      When it solidified, Jayna could move again.

      It was Char. He raised a hand to his lips, quieting her.

      He motioned for her to follow, and before doing so, she swung her gaze around.

      She glanced back at the Society, but Char tapped on her arm, motioning for her to follow. He shook his head at her and then pointed, forcing her to come with him.

      They moved off into the darkness. Char was quiet, still wearing the maroon robes of the Society, and remaining completely quiet otherwise. When they reached a small copse of trees, Char traced a pattern around it, then placed several small items on the ground. Enchantments. She frowned as she watched and then felt it as a surge of power washed over her, washing over the trees and the clearing, before fading, but not dissipating altogether. She tensed, part of her concerned that she might have lost some of her ability to tap into her magic, but there was no separation from it. She could still feel it flowing within her.

      He looked over. “We can talk freely now.”

      She frowned at him. “Do you want to tell me what that was all about?”

      “You had to have felt it, Jayna. I know you’re more powerful than that.”

      “I felt the effect of the Society and what they were doing, but I didn’t know what reason they would have for attacking me.”

      Char arched a brow, standing with his arms crossed over his chest, watching her. “You don’t know what reason? You tracked them out of the city, and you can’t figure out why they would feel a measure of concern about it?”

      She frowned before shrugging briefly. “I suppose,” she muttered.

      He snorted. “That’s all you’re going to give me?”

      “What more do you think I need to give you?”

      “I don’t know. How about thank you for freeing me from the Fate.”

      “That was the Fate?”

      “It was, and it took me the better part of a day to figure out what she was working on.” Char frowned, and his gaze drifted past her before heading toward what she had seen of the Society. “I’m still not exactly sure what they were doing, but I watched as she created several different enchantments. Most of them were incredibly complicated, as befitting one of the Fates, but there was one that struck me as familiar. I remembered seeing something like it.”

      Leave it to Char to try to analyze something made by one of the Fates. It wasn’t something that she ever would’ve even contemplated, certainly not while a part of the Society, and maybe not even now that she wasn’t.

      “Well?”

      “You know that I can’t reveal her secret.”

      “I want you to tell me what she was doing,” Jayna said, throwing her hands up briefly. “I don’t need you to tattle on your Fate.”

      Char glowered at her for a moment before shaking his head. “You know, there was a time when you would have felt much like I do about her.”

      “There was a time when I would’ve felt a lot of things, Char,” she said softly. “I’m just trying to understand. And now that I don’t have Eva to help and have been floundering to try to reach Ceran, I….” What was she doing? She didn’t need to lay all of this on to Char. Besides, he didn’t even care. He wouldn’t necessarily want to help her.

      “That’s what this was about?” Char asked. Some of the irritation in his voice had faded, and now she was left with an emotion that she hadn’t seen from him nearly as often as she wished that she could. Something that left her thinking he might actually understand. “If you really feel that disconnected, there’s a way for you to return.”

      Jayna tilted her head. “Return?”

      He nodded. “I’m sure that I could talk to Master Leithanna. She would have to permit you, especially as you were the one to capture the dark sorcerers in the first place.”

      Jayna snorted. “Now you want to acknowledge that?”

      “It wasn’t that I was trying not to acknowledge it,” he said. “It’s just that—”

      “It’s just that you don’t want her to know that you had help, do you?”

      “She knows that somebody intervened,” he said. “We weren’t able to keep that from her. I thought that I might be able to protect you from the Fate, but Oliver felt differently.”

      The way he said the other sorcerer’s name actually amused her. Could Char actually not care for somebody? It was surprising coming from him. Especially directing it at a sorcerer.

      “You know, I was the one who incapacitated them, captured them for you, and basically handed you seven dark sorcerers.”

      “You did,” he said. “And I appreciate it,” he added hurriedly. “I think if Oliver were thinking more clearly as well, he would appreciate it, too.”

      She shook her head. “Now what?”

      “Well, now they’re bringing them back to the Society House, though I suspect you knew that.” Char watched her for confirmation, and she shrugged. “There’s something else, Jayna. Another reason I was worried about you doing this. It’s why I followed you.”

      She started to smile to herself. “You followed me?”

      “You don’t think that I have placed my own enchantments around the city? I saw what you were doing, and I realized what you were anticipating. So I started making my own preparations. Besides, between that and the linking spell—”

      “Which you have tried to mute.”

      He started to smile. “I hadn’t been sure that it worked. A part of me worried that you were aware of what I was doing and could feel it. If you had, I wasn’t sure that I was going to be able to prevent you from knowing what I was doing.” He glanced past her again. “I couldn’t have them knowing, after all.”

      She snorted. “And here I thought that you had basically abandoned me.”

      The look of hurt in his eyes was almost enough for her to feel bad. Almost.

      “I would never have abandoned you,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I just know that there are certain things that you are willing to do that I am not. Still, I can’t deny what I’ve seen and what you have shown me. It’s why I think you need to rejoin the Society.” He raised a hand. “Now, before you start trying to silence me, just think about it. You’ve been telling me that you want to tear it down, but what if that’s not the right strategy? What if the real answer is to rebuild it?”

      She couldn’t even imagine returning to the Society, especially after having the freedom that she had. Still, there was something to what Char suggested, something that made her question whether or not it might make sense for her to have a different vantage.

      But she couldn’t serve Ceran, chase down Sul’toral, try to stop them freeing Sarenoth, if she was held captive to the whims of the Society. She needed the ability to move freely and unencumbered. She wouldn’t have that by staying with the Society. Certainly, she wouldn’t have that by returning to those who had once thought to force her into a specific way of thinking. She had broken free of it in her mind, which should allow her to operate as freely as she wanted.

      “I don’t have to rejoin the Society for us to work together,” she said. “You don’t have to fight what I’m doing. You could use me, much like—”

      “Like you’ve used me?” Char asked. He cocked his head to the side, regarding her for a moment. “That’s what you have done, isn’t it? You used me to try to help those people, and then you used me for the Society, and then you used me for—”

      “I haven’t used you,” Jayna muttered.

      Even as she said it, she knew it wasn’t true. She had used him. It hadn’t been her intention. She never would think that she would want to use Char, but that had ultimately been what she had ended up doing.  The worst part was that Jayna didn’t necessarily feel bad about what she’d been forced to do. It had been necessary. In everything that she had been through, all of work that she had done on behalf of Ceran, stopping the dark sorcerers, had involved her needing to take action that she probably would not have done otherwise.

      She found herself looking over to Char, wishing that she had some way of explaining herself, and perhaps that she would have some way for him to understand what she had been forced to do, the steps that she had needed to take, but even as she looked at Char, she knew that she wasn’t going to get through to him about that.

      “Thank you for coming for me,” she said.

      “I didn’t want them to capture you,” he said.

      “That’s the only reason?”

      “I know what they might do,” he said. “And, to be honest, I still think you can join the Society again.” When she started to argue, he shrugged, raising his hand and cutting her off. “You can argue with me about that if you want, but right now, I think I would rather have the possibility of your return than knowing that it will be impossible for you to return.”

      Jayna wasn’t going to argue right now. There was a logic to what he said.

      “You want to talk about the rest of it?” Char asked.

      “Which parts?”

      “The part where you are missing your other friend. I know what that’s like.” He took a seat in the center of the trees, and he looked across at her. It was dark, but there was enough moonlight that she could see him clearly.

      Jayna settled to the ground. She wasn’t aware of the Society moving in the distance, though she doubted that it would be all that hard for her to track them again. She would eventually need to track them, but knowing that they truly were going back to the Society House meant that she didn’t have to follow them for her to find them. She would know exactly where to go.

      “She needed to go,” Jayna said.

      “Did she?”

      “She had to understand herself.”

      Char bit his lip.

      “Go on and say it,” Jayna said.

      “I’m not sure that you want me to,” he said.

      She snorted. “Even if I don’t want you to, I suspect you are going to say it anyway. So go on.”

      “It’s probably best for the city that she left,” he said.

      “You’re right,” she said.

      Char frowned at her, and he started to smile. “You don’t disagree?”

      “What is there to disagree with? She’s an Ashara. I don’t know all of what that means, only that the Ashara and the El’aras once were ancient enemies, and given how close Nelar is to El’aras lands, it probably is for the best that she and the others like her depart. With the possibility of bringing the El’aras closer to the city….”

      “The El’aras aren’t going to come to Nelar,” Char said.

      “Are you so sure?” She thought about the El’aras she’d saved. They had certainly been near enough to the city, but there was something else that she had identified. There was her brother, his friend, and his own connection to the El’aras that she was still uncertain about. She had a suspicion about what Matthew’s connection was and what had truly brought him to the outskirts of the kingdom, but she didn’t know with any real certainty.

      “There are too many sorcerers in Nelar.”

      “Until the dular decide to attack,” she said.

      He frowned. “The dular… Well, I suppose we can understand where they were coming from, can’t we?”

      “We can.” Jayna sat silently for a few moments, fidgeting. “I just wish I was able to go with her. I know that she has to go off on her own, to try to find herself, to understand who she is and what kind of things she can do, and for her to reconnect those holes in her memory,” she went on. There were aspects of Eva’s memories that had started coming back to her, but not nearly as fast as Eva wanted. It was part of the reason that she had left. Only part of it. She needed to know whether the attack on her was the only one, or if others had been targeted as well. “It’s hard, though I suppose you know that.”

      Char nodded. “It is hard knowing that your friend thinks that they need to do something without letting your friend know what they are doing or why they are doing it.”

      “Some things can’t be shared,” she said.

      “And some things need to be shared.”

      She wasn’t about to argue with Char about that, not wanting to get into those issues with him.

      “You want to tell me why you ended up chasing Kolathin?”

      “I wasn’t chasing Kolathin. I was chasing information about my brother. He had something on him. It was a mark of Gabranth. I went looking, thinking I could find something about what my brother was doing, who he was involved in, and why he had that mark on him and had heard a rumor, nothing more than that, that he would be there.”

      “Jonathan?”

      “Not Jonathan, but something that would lead me to him. That’s what this is about. That’s what this is really about,” she said, looking over to him. “I still need to know what happened to my brother. I keep finding answers that lead to more questions.” She took a deep breath. “But it’s my brother. I have to know what happened to him. I have to find him.” As strange as it was, she felt that she wanted nothing more than to find her brother. She wanted that almost more than she wanted to stop dark magic.

      What did that make her?

      Char rested his hand on hers. “You don’t have to look for him alone.”

      “I know,” she said. “I’ve asked some of Eva’s contacts within Nelar to try to help, but they’re going to be limited. Jonathan never worked in this part of the world. At least, I didn’t think he did. He tended to have his own circle, and his own crew, and—”

      “I could see what I might be able to find.”

      She arched a brow at Char. “I doubt you’ll find anything.”

      “Because I’m with the Society?”

      “Because you were in the Academy until recently, and you have only been a member of the Society for a short while. Even in that, you….” She shook her head. “I suppose I shouldn’t argue. What I should say is thank you.”

      He snorted. “Look. Jayna really can learn.” He shook his head. “I’m not saying that I’m going to find answers about your brother, but if you have your sources looking, then why shouldn’t I have my sources look?”

      Because she knew the kind of sources that Char had access to. Because she knew that those sources wouldn’t be able to find anything. Because she knew that regardless of what Char might want to do, there weren’t going to be any answers.

      Those thoughts raced through her mind, but she didn’t say any of them. All they would do would hurt Char, and he had come for her.

      “So what is this enchantment, anyway?” she asked, looking around. “It creates some sort of field they can’t detect, is that right?”

      “Oh, this,” he said. “Well, I needed something that might keep them from finding you, specifically, especially since they think that you have some sort of dark magic, and… Well, I’m not exactly convinced you don’t.”

      “It’s not dark,” Jayna said.

      “Anyway, that’s part of the reason I was concerned for you. They have a Sniffer here.”

      “I know,” she said.

      His eyes widened slightly. “You knew?”

      She nodded. “I saw him. He was searching the shops in Nelar for me.”

      “How did you hide from him? I can’t think that ring protects you from a Sniffer.”

      Jayna snorted. “I’m afraid that your faith in the Sniffer, and the power that they have, is probably a little misplaced. They might be talented, but they aren’t all-powerful.”

      “The king has empowered his personal advisor work with the Sniffers. They are different now than what you would have seen in the Academy. Dangerous. They don’t take the same kind of chances.” Char looked over to her, regarding her with an intensity that Jayna hadn’t seen from him before. “I’m just saying—”

      Jayna laughed, cutting him off. “I know what you’re saying. And I want you to understand that other magic in the world offers different kinds of protections.”

      She wasn’t about to tell Char that there were enchantments within Telluminder’s shop that he had protected her. That was the kind of thing that Char might not keep to himself when it came time to deal with a Sniffer, not that she thought that they were going to have to deal with Sniffer themselves.

      “How hard is this enchantment?”

      “Hard?” Char asked, shaking his head. “Jayna, it is advanced sorcery. But you could do it.”

      She had seen him placing the spell; it wasn’t exactly sure that she would be able to. Char’s belief in her potential, the kind of power that she might have, was not the same as her own understanding of her abilities. She had learned defensive spells, some offensive spells, and knew some beneficial uses of magic, but beyond that were all sorts of applications of sorcery that Jayna had never mastered, never having the time, never having the opportunity, and truly never having the inclination. It involved quite a bit more study than she had the time for.

      Worse, now that she had the Toral ring, she found herself defaulting to using that power, whether or not she should. There were aspects of the Toral ring that granted her easier magic, and sometimes, easier magic meant she preferred it.

      “You have to start with a hexagonal pattern, which you place by using a series of sub-patterns, each of them a combination of triangular and circumferential—”

      Jayna laughed softly, raising her hand and cutting him off. “I get the point. You placed a complicated sorcery pattern around us, adding to it with enchantments.”

      “Well, it’s not that complicated,” Char said.

      “You always were the better student of us,” she said.

      “You’ve said that to me quite a few times, but I don’t think that’s true. You were always a good student; you just didn’t apply yourself. I always thought that if you had, you would’ve been the smarter of the two of us.”

      It was high praise from Char. “Well, I suppose….”

      Jayna trailed off as she felt something.

      It was a sudden tightness around her finger. Heavy, painful, and distinct. She got to her feet, and she headed to the edge of the enchantment, looking out into the darkness.

      “Jayna?”

      She frowned. “There is a dark sorcerer here,” she said.

      “Well, the Fate will defend against it.”

      Jayna looked back at him. “The kind of dark sorcerer we faced in Nelar is one I have never seen before recently. And this one might be too much even for one of the Fates.”
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      Jayna stared into the darkness but didn’t detect anything more. Pressure pulsated along the ring, telling her that there was still power out there, but she couldn’t quite tell where it came from. Char had joined her, standing with her as she stared out into the distance. She looked toward the caravan, but there was no sign or sense of dark magic in that direction.

      “Can you tell where it’s coming from?”

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

      “Well, I don’t exactly know how it works. I’m trying to understand.”

      “It usually involves a lot of spell work, active chasing, and generally me showing how awesome I am, but sometimes it’s easier,” she said.

      The ring continued to constrict on her finger, getting tighter and tighter with each passing moment. She could feel that there was a significant source of dark magic out there, even if she didn’t know what it was from or what was causing it.

      “The Fate can take care of this,” Char said.

      She looked over to him, and she saw the worry in his eyes. Was it about revealing herself, or was it something else? Maybe he was more concerned about letting the Society know that he had helped her.

      “I’ve seen that kind of magic,” she said.

      “I thought you said you couldn’t detect what kind of magic it was.”

      “I can’t detect the kind of magic,” she said. “But what I can detect…”

      The problem was what she could detect was enough for her to know that a dangerous and potent power was here. The ring alerted her to the danger. If she did nothing and that power was released, Jayna would be responsible. She had to stop the dark magic that might be here. That was what she committed to doing. That was the reason she had her Toral connection.

      She stepped forward, and Char grabbed her wrist. “Jayna—”

      Jayna shook her head. “You’re Fate isn’t going to be able to handle this,” she said.

      “You think that highly of yourself.”

      “It’s not even that,” she said. “It’s just that I know what I felt, and I know the power that was out there. I know that the Fate isn’t going to be able to deal with it on her own. She might want to, she might think that she can, but this magic dissolves ours. It will destroy it.”

      “If it dissolves your magic, and how do you propose to do anything about it?”

      “It doesn’t dissolve all of my magic,” she said.

      She took a step forward, already feeling the pressure building around her, the energy that was threatening her in some way that she couldn’t even quite place. There was too much power here. Too much that was building and too much energy that she was all too aware of. She waited for a moment and wasn’t surprised when Char followed her. The linking spell between them remained active, and it wasn’t nearly as muted as it had been before.

      They had tested using the linking spell to speak. There were times when it seemed as if it worked, but now was not one of those times, probably because he remained angry with her, which influenced the connection they shared over the linking spell.

      “I need you to go looking for enchantments,” she said. “They will look something like a box, but you cannot get close to it.”

      Char arched a brow. “I can’t?”

      “Trust me on this,” she said. “Even my power can’t contain that. I had to destroy it.”

      Char started to smile. “You realize how that sounds, don’t you? First, you claim that there is this dark magic that might overwhelm one of the Fates, and now you’re warning me that only you’re the one able to handle it?”

      “Char…”

      He waved his hands. “Fine. If I find one of these enchanted boxes, I’ll leave it alone, but I want to know that if there is something like that, and if it’s posing any sort of danger, I’ll place my own enchantments around it to try to protect the Society.”

      “Please attempt all you want,” she said. “I have no idea if anything that you might place around it will matter, but your understanding of magic is different than mine.”

      The ring squeezed as pressure built.

      She had to follow the danger that was out there.

      She slipped forward into the night, away from Char. The pressure guided her, the ring itself leading her where she needed to go. There was an urgency with the rhythm of the ring.

      She crept forward into the open, twisting her Toral ring on her finger. She sent a burst of power through it, trying to summon Ceran, though doubting that he would answer. At this point, she was no longer certain whether he was even listening to her. She still needed to deal with whatever danger Ceran might be in, but not now.

      The ring squeezed. She felt movement near her.

      Was it dark creatures—or was it something else?

      Jayna hurriedly formed the magic ball spell and pushed outward. She was drawing upon sorcery; she also added some Toral connection to it and decided to erupt it outward like she had when she’d been attacked before. Jayna didn’t hold back, letting her power explode toward the dark creature that she could not even see. There was a faint trembling, but nothing more than that.

      Jayna darted forward and found what looked like a motionless volantinkar. Jayna hadn’t seen them all that closely, and when she had first seen it, it looked almost translucent. In the darkness, it seemed to be absorbing the shadows, making it impossibly black. It was small, more than the size of a squirrel, and its dark eyes were closed.

      She didn’t dare approach it too closely. If it did affect magic, she had to be cautious. She knew that the starburst pattern would work. She focused through her Toral ring, feeling a surge of cold burning through her, and blasted at the creature until it was gone.

      Her ring constricted again.

      Another attack?

      She had to be careful. She moved forward cautiously, looking for the source of that power. Char was still out there, presumably looking for the enchanted boxes, but she had to ensure that he had an opportunity to do so without getting attacked.

      She went another few paces before she began to feel the constriction beginning again. She spun, and another darkened squirrel-sized creature came scurrying toward her. Why were the volantinkar attacking her now? Could one of the Sul’toral command them? If she survived this, she would have to ask Telluminder.

      With another blast of the starburst pattern, she sent it crackling and sizzling.

      She couldn’t keep fighting like this. Which meant that she would have to try something else. She created a tracking spell and used that to sweep out and away from her. She tested for the familiar sense of the degradation spell but didn’t feel anything. There was power that she could detect but nothing else.

      Then her ring constricted again and seemed to guide her off and to her left. She raced forward.  As she looked into the darkness, straining, she realized something. That darkness felt unnatural. Jayna hurriedly traced a pattern in her palm, and then she activated it, letting that power explode through her to trigger the spell. There came a burst of energy. A glowing light spilled out from the spell she created, pouring away from her.

      A figure appeared, and Jayna readied a spell to counter that figure, but as soon as she neared, she realized something. It wasn’t just one figure.

      There were two others.

      She shifted her spell and immediately began to change it when a blast of power struck her. She was thrown back.

      Pain worked through her, and she felt something starting to eat away at her. It felt like tiny insects crawling on her, crawling through her as if burrowing into her.

      Dissolving her.

      She hurriedly called upon the Toral ring, feeling that power distant from her, faded, and weak.  If she didn’t draw as much power as possible from Ceran, she might be overwhelmed. She felt the cold burning explode through her, darkness at the edge of her vision. It throbbed. Regardless of what Ceran claimed, Jayna was only aware of that darkness. There was no sense of light.

      Jayna continued to draw upon the power that she summoned. With a burst of explosive power, the air crackled, tossing the figure back. She staggered away, hurrying into the night, and nearly crashed into three others that converged upon her.

      They quickly took positions around her.

      Crap.

      She knew better than to let three sorcerers surround her. Three dark sorcerers.

      Her ring warned her right before another surge of energy began to build.

      It was a constriction of the painful force around her finger. With that warning, Jayna created the magic ball spell around herself, holding it tightly.

      The dark spell struck, blasting at the magic ball pattern before it began to etch away at it. It would dissolve it, but she had to try to overpower it.

      She funneled Toral power into the pattern. There were three dark sorcerers. She could handle three, couldn’t she?

      “You made a mistake in following,” a familiar voice said.

      Kolathin.

      His voice came out of the darkness, out of the emptiness, and it triggered a surge of panic within her. How had he gotten free?

      “You want me to show you what I can do again?” she asked.

      “Oh, I think you’ve already demonstrated what you can do. Now it’s time for us to demonstrate what we can do.”

      “I’ve dealt with your kind of magic.”

      “You’ve barely begun to see our kind of magic.”

      She felt her ring begin to constrict, and she braced herself for the next attack. There was a buildup of energy. Whatever spell Kolathin used on her—and it was one she wasn’t familiar with—it held her in place. Dark magic trapped her. Much like they had tried to trap her in the village.

      They would not succeed.

      She hurriedly formed another pattern, embracing the flood of Toral power as the cold washed through her upper arm, down her chest, and in her legs. She welcomed the pain.

      She jumped up.

      Power filled her again.

      There was a temptation to draw too much. Jayna had known that temptation ever since the first time that she had drawn upon the Toral power. The temptation struck at her to use the dark energy at the fringes of the power. She knew what would happen.

      She hurriedly traced the pattern and then let energy explode away from her.

      She used a magic ball spell, but as she did, letting that power flow out of her, out toward the three who surrounded her, and she pushed with as much energy as she could summon, drawing upon all of it, letting that energy explode out from her. She held nothing back. There were limits on how much power Ceran could offer her, but she wasn’t going to hold back now.

      When it slammed into Kolathin and the other two, she pushed again. She had no qualms about driving as much power as she could through them. She squeezed, sending that energy through her, away from her, and sent it slamming into them.

      At first, she felt resistance.

      It surprised her how strong of a dark sorcerer he was. She continued drawing upon her Toral magic, letting that power build, and the pain burned through her until she unleashed it. It slammed into this other. There came a satisfying grunt, and no more pressure squeezed her.

      Another figure came, and Jayna spun, holding her hand up.

      It was Char. Thankfully, the linking spell told her that it was him; otherwise, she probably would’ve unleashed her full power on him.

      “What did you do?”

      Jayna nodded to the three. “They escaped.”

      “How?”

      Jayna shook her head. “I figured I would ask you that. I thought your Fate was impossible to escape from.”

      “She…” Char looked down at Kolathin. “She should have been impossible for them to escape from. I don’t have any idea how they managed to do it.”

      “I don’t either,” she said. “They must’ve had help. Either that or they were somehow an integral part of whatever is going to happen here.”

      It was the only explanation that made sense to her, even though it didn’t really make much sense. Why would Kolathin be important for whatever the Sul’toral going to do? Kolathin was a relatively young sorcerer, and he wouldn’t have been able to serve any dark sorcerer long enough to have gained any power. He might have made a lackey for some Toral, but this was more than just that. This was some use of power, some use of something else, that she didn’t fully understand.

      She glanced down at them. “Do you have any sort of spell that might contain them?”

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

      “You need something that can cut them off from their ability to use magic.”

      “Jayna…”

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “It’s not dark magic, not when it used to stop a dark sorcerer.” She looked into the distance. “That’s the kind of magic that was used against me. I know what it is. I know what it does. And I know how it feels.”

      She wanted nothing to do with it, nothing but to avoid it. At the same time, she had no qualms about dealing with this threat.

      “I will see what I can do,” Char said. “What about you?”

      “Did you find any enchantments like that?”

      “I… Well, I didn’t. I was looking, but there wasn’t anything there.”

      She sighed. It would’ve been too easy.

      “If there’s nothing, then it suggests there’s a someone with more power—either a Toral or Sul’toral—here somewhere. We have to find them.”

      “How do you think that you are going to find this person?”

      Jayna knew that power had to be here, but she didn’t know where to find it. The ring might guide her. It had warned her of the dangerous magic in the first place.

      “I don’t know. Where are the others?”

      “They won’t be far.”

      “Stay with them. Do what you have to do to secure them and let me do what I do.”

      Char looked over to her. “Are you sure that you want to do this by yourself?”

      “It would be better for you if you aren’t seen with me. And do what you can here in the shadows, and I will do what I need to in the open.”

      She started off and glanced back to see Char tracing a pattern around the different sorcerers. She wasn’t sure what he was going to do or how he would secure them, only that she trusted that Char would figure out some way of holding them. If anybody could, it would be him. The real challenge would be in how long he could hold them.

      She hadn’t gone very far when she began to feel power. Not dark magic, though.

      It was sorcery. And it was coming toward her. It was an attempt to cut her off from her magic. The Sniffer. She was reminded of what Char had said about how they were working for the king’s advisor. And if the king decided that she was an enemy…

      Would that be any worse than the Society?

      Jayna braced herself, hurriedly called upon the energy of the Toral, and pushed it out. She wasn’t above incapacitating this man. She didn’t care if she knocked him unconscious while dealing with some dark sorcerer, especially because the Sniffer would be coming at her. There was a bit of resistance as her spell struck, slamming into the attacker and knocking them back.

      Jayna hurried forward while waiting for another attack, but she felt nothing.

      The fallen figure was the Sniffer. He didn’t look like what she expected. He had a dark cloak, not the maroon of the Society. He had tattoos on his wrist that Jayna didn’t recognize, markings that formed some sort of a pattern. Maybe a way of signifying that he was a Sniffer? His inky black hair was shorn close to his scalp, and he seemed to have tattoos etched there as well.

      The Sniffers had been a part of the Society before. They had different robes, but they were sorcerers. This was something else. The man was dressed in dark leather, and she noticed tattoos on him. The ring constricted again, keeping her from looking at him more closely.

      She spun, searching all around her, but couldn’t tell where that constriction had come from. Another attacker?

      Darkness swallowed her. Unnatural darkness, much like before.

      Jayna braced herself, hurriedly placing the magic ball spell around herself, worried about another attack that might dissolve her protections, but there wasn’t anything there.

      There was no attack. No assault. Nothing.

      She moved carefully.

      She had only gone a few steps when she felt something behind her.

      Jayna cursed to herself. She made a mistake. She had gone forward, not planning this well enough, and had slipped forward into an obvious trap. She spun, wishing that she had other enchantments that she could prepare. All she had was her Toral ring, but it was a Toral ring imbued with bloodstone.

      Power burst outward, and the shadows and darkness started to part.

      “Who do we have here?” It was a strange, soft, almost sultry voice. And it was feminine.

      That wasn’t what she had expected. Jayna didn’t move. She couldn’t see anything, the darkness shrouding her. Was this the Toral—or the Sul’toral?

      “I feel you,” the voice said again. “I do not see you. Who do you belong to? Gorat? Islaria? Benet? Noliton?”

      Jayna didn’t recognize any of those names, but she had a sneaking suspicion that they were Sul’toral.

      Which meant this was one.

      “I belong to none of them,” Jayna said.

      She called upon the Toral ring, feeling that power within her, and let it fill her.

      As it did, she noticed sparkles of darkness, all of that sweeping across her vision. And then there was something else. Then there was a hint of energy, a hint of something more. That power threatened her. She could feel it pushing, calling to her, practically demanding that she respond.

      It started to collapse.

      Jayna attempted to fight, drawing upon her Toral power, letting that power fill her, but her strength faded.

      The darkness moved toward her.

      This Sul’toral was too powerful for her. She could feel how they squeezed her, eating away at every bit of power she possessed. What had she done thinking that she could stop this Sul’toral on her own?

      The shadows moved toward her, swirling, and then it was all she saw.
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      The shadows continued to press into her. It was almost as if the night was trying to swallow her, directly attacking her, trying to consume her. Jayna could feel that power, she could feel the way that energy was working into her, and she could feel that power practically overwhelming her. She tried to fight, trying to resist, but with every passing moment, there wasn’t anything within her that would hold back against it. She had to find it within herself.

      Jayna wasn’t alone here, though. There were others of the Society here. They would fight dark sorcery if she could draw them to her.

      The problem for her was that she did not know if any of the Society could even help. She didn’t know how to stop this kind of power. It seemed as if it wanted to consume her. There was an overwhelming energy building.

      It was only a matter of moments before she lost control over it. Only a matter of moments before it consumed her power. She tried to fight, drawing through the Toral ring, but did not have enough strength.

      Every time she surged more power, this other entity etched away at it, practically consuming it. Jayna struggled against it.

      Then she collapsed.

      She could feel Char through the linking spell. There was a moment of panic, almost as if he were aware of what was happening to her, and she wanted to try to send him away. She didn’t need him getting close to her and certainly didn’t need him to fall to this Sul’toral as well.

      Where was her strength?

      How could she have strength when this person was burning it away from her?

      She didn’t need strength, though, did she? She could fight without it. She didn’t need magic. She released her hold on the Toral magic.

      It was a risk. If she were to lose that connection, or if someone managed to sever her from her connection to magic, she wasn’t sure if she might be able to use the linking spell to regain it. But she had to try.

      The strange energy burning down upon her faded, but not completely. There was a hint of energy, a hint of something working through her, but not like it had before.

      She could get to her feet. Strength returned.

      The darkness felt all-encompassing, and it was all around her. Despite the darkness, Jayna had the sense that something had moved toward her.

      Jayna braced herself, lowered her shoulder, and launched herself forward.

      It was a trick she had learned fighting one of the other Sul’toral. She didn’t need magic. She just needed to startle them.

      These were ancient people who had lived for centuries, an impossibly long time, but in that time, they had also forgotten about anything other than magic. They believed their magic could either control or overwhelm everything. Jayna just knew there were certain things it could not.

      She slammed into what felt like a painful mist.

      The strange crawling sensation that she had felt once before began to work through her, beginning to crawl up her arms, her legs, and then all over the rest of her body. It ate away at her as if it were etching through her entire essence. Jayna resisted the urge to cry out. She had not managed to strike anything. She’d been the one knocked back instead.

      Soft laughter began to build. “A clever one. I wonder who you serve who taught you that. Do you really think that will work against me?”

      Jayna spun. She couldn’t tell where that voice had come from, as it seemed to come from all around, filling her with an awareness of it.

      The burning, crawling sensation continued to work along her sides, along her body, worming through her. It felt as if she was being eaten from the inside, a clawing and burning sensation that started to tear through her.

      “There you are,” the voice said. “I can almost see you now.”

      Why couldn’t she see Jayna?

      That the woman couldn’t see her might be useful, but only if Jayna escaped from this. At this point, she wasn’t sure that she could. The kind of power used on her wasn’t unlike anything she had ever experienced before.

      Jayna didn’t know. The only thing she knew was that she couldn’t use her magic. She couldn’t use a physical attempt. She tried to call upon the linking spell she shared with Char, but even that wasn’t enough. There was that sense of him there, but within it was nothing more.

      An absence. An emptiness.

      She could scarcely move. Everything seemed to hurt. Everything felt wrong.

      The figure moved toward her again, and Jayna tried to clutch for magic, but even as she did, she felt how it burned away from her each time that she scrambled for it. Jayna hurriedly fished into her pocket for the enchantment that Telluminder had given her. Maybe panic would help her figure out a way to activate it. She traced her finger along the Enchanted markings, trying to find a way to trigger it, but nothing worked. She tried Toral magic, but that didn’t work.

      The ring wouldn’t be useful.

      So much for Telluminder giving her something that would work against one of the Sul’toral. She couldn’t even figure out how to activate it.

      Then she felt something different.

      At first, it was subtle, though it came from someplace nearby. It was a vibration.

      Her pocket. An enchantment.

      Topher?

      She tried to reach for the coin that he’d given her, barely able to get that out of her pocket, but when she did, she brought it up to her. “Stay away,” she said.

      “Jayna?”

      His voice crackled, seeming to come across a great distance. It wasn’t nearly as clear as it had been the last time they spoke. Whatever this woman was doing, whatever she was using one Jayna, was burning away even Topher’s enchantment, though that shouldn’t be altogether surprising.

      “Stay away,” Jayna said.

      “Jayna?”

      She couldn’t do anything more. She couldn’t say anything more. The only thing she could do at this point was to continue to focus, to try to find some connection to Ceran, and hope he would respond.

      Where was he?

      After all this time, all the things she’d done a Toral, and now she was under direct assault, her mind getting burned away, the magic working through her, trying to eat at her, keeping her from doing anything else, and he couldn’t even be bothered to come to her?

      It angered her. Even though he was weakened, there had to be something that he could do for her. She had served him faithfully, diligently, and she done everything that he had asked and never even questioned.

      “It hurts, doesn’t it?” The voice was closer now. “Many thought that they could send their disciples after me. I will make sure that rot is weeded out.”

      This wasn’t the kind of thing that Ceran had warned her about.

      She tried to move, but that strange energy still worked through her. Cold had returned. It was the strange mixture of heat and cold working in waves through her, cleansing that strange energy out of her.

      Why should she feel that now? It surged again; only this time Jayna understood the source of it. She had not expected it, though.

      Eva?

      How would she have known how to find her?

      Topher’s coin. Of course.

      Jayna could feel that power beginning to build, the energy within her solidifying. Eva had always strengthened her when she had infused her Ashara magic to her, and now that magic continued to build, linking into Jayna, creating something more intense, a vibrant power that was building within her.

      As it did, Jayna got back to her feet.

      She could feel that energy starting to build within her. Jayna let that power fill her. She had to call all of the power that she had access to through the Toral ring, through the bloodstone, forcing Ceran to contribute as much as possible.

      Pain burned in her. It was time.

      Jayna knew many different spells, but there was one that she hoped would work the best. So far, it hadn’t worked as well as she needed, but what if she tried a combination of her magic, sorcery, and whatever Eva might add to it?

      The starburst spell.

      Jayna hurriedly traced the pattern for the spell and infused it with a powerful burst of Toral magic drawn through the bloodstone enhanced ring. She slammed into the person across from her. But it wasn’t just her own power. She felt something else. That of the smoky energy Eva added.

      She pushed. For a moment, it seemed as if it wasn’t going to be enough. She began to question whether she would fail even with Eva’s help.

      Then the darkness collapsed.

      Jayna sank back, looking around her. There was nothing other than darkness and emptiness of night around her. There might still be some sorcery, but she couldn’t feel it.

      She had to find Eva.

      She gathered everything that she had and hurriedly began to look around. There was no sign of the Sul’toral that had attacked her, no sign of anything other than the strange pain that still lingered within her. There was a memory of that pain, but thankfully that was all it was. Eventually, it faded, though not quickly enough.

      There was a part of her that worried that the memory might even continue to eat away at her, but gradually that sense faded completely.

      She found a swirl of smoke drifting in the direction that she had been with Char. She could still feel the faint outline of the spell that he had placed, little more than lingering in the distance; she headed toward where the smoke came from.

      “Jayna?”

      Topher’s voice came from the coin.

      “I’m here,” she said.

      “Oh, good.” There was a wave of relief swept through him, and she smiled to herself. Topher really have been outward about her? Then again, given what had gone on and how she had likely nearly been attacked, it would be surprised to have Topher worried about her.

      “Eva came,” he said.

      She smiled to herself again. “I know.”

      And she could feel that smoke coming toward her, the presence of Eva, along with something else, something more, something unexpected.

      “I’m here with her,” Topher said.

      “You came too?”

      “Well, she was looking for you, and I told her I knew how to find you.”

      “Topher—”

      “I know you told me to stay behind so that you could do this on your own, but I can help. Don’t be mad.”

      Jayna couldn’t be mad. Topher had brought Eva.

      “I don’t suppose you might have seen Char?”

      “He’s here. He looks like he was attacked, but he’s fine.”

      Jayna picked up her pace, and when she was nearly to the trees, she found a swirling of smoke and began to slow. She didn’t need that smoke to part around her for her to know the source.

      But when it did, she saw Eva. Her friend. At least, the woman who had been her friend.

      Eva had changed, and Jayna no longer knew whether she was still the same person. When she traveled with Jayna, there had been an absence of memory, a hint of confusion, and she had not known herself. Jayna had known who she was, though. She had felt that something deep within herself. Eva might have been cantankerous, and she might have been irritable, but she also had a powerful streak that worked through her, one that wanted to help others the same way Jayna helped others.

      “Thank you for coming,” Jayna said.

      Eva tipped her head slightly, and more smoke swirled around her. Jayna had learned about the Ashara, though still wasn’t entirely sure what that meant for Eva, other than that she had considerable power.

      “I figured I would find you back in Nelar,” Eva said.

      “Well, you know me. I’m always chasing some dark sorcerer.”

      “What was that?” Eva asked.

      She was more abrupt than Jayna remembered her, though it was just her imagination. Eva had always been abrupt.

      “A Sul’toral, I think. I’m not sure who, though.”

      “What were they doing here?”

      “Why don’t we go back to the clearing, and we can talk.”

      Eva tipped her head to the side for a moment, smoke still swirling around her. Jayna glanced at Eva’s hands, wondering if she still needed enchantments to pierce the flesh of her palms. She saw a gleam of metal there and a droplet of blood that dripped through her fingers, steaming as it headed toward the ground.

      Ashara magic.

      She was thankful to have it back in her life.

      They made their way back to the clearing. Topher was dressed in a jacket and pants, bag slung over his shoulders, and he looked as if he were out on some grand adventure. Char leaned up against the tree, holding one arm. Jayna hurried over to him, and he looked up, his eyes slightly glassy as if he were injured and suffering.

      “Char?”

      “I can’t even see them,” he said.

      “It was a dark magic. I’ve been trying to understand what it is, but I don’t know.”

      Char traced a pattern over himself, healing himself. He was so much better at healing than her, and it wouldn’t take much for him to restore himself but seeing him use his power that openly and easily, Jayna couldn’t help but marvel at his skill.

      “What happened to you?”

      “I barely had time to react. I don’t even know what it was.”

      “Something struck you?”

      “Something did. I didn’t even see it, though. When it hit, it started burning. I can’t even tell you what it was, only that it struck so fast. There was pain, and I think that if I didn’t have enchantments, it would’ve burned me.”

      That was the same experience Jayna had.

      “I think that has to do with the magic that they have. I’m not sure what it is, only that power is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.”

      Char looked up at her, and there was a worried look in his eyes. “Is this the sort of thing that you are dealing with all the time?”

      She started to laugh, then she sank down to the ground next to Char, shaking her head. “This? You’ve been there for most of what I’ve dealt with, Char. At least, the tail end, so you have to know what I have seen.”

      “I have seen some of it,” he said. “I never expected to feel it, at least not quite like this. I just wondered whether it was always like that for you.”

      She looked over to where Eva stood, looking down at her. She was wearing a strange silken wrap, not her usual dress, and her hair was longer than the last time Jayna had seen her. The smoke swirled around her was no different than when Jayna had seen her every other time as if there was that part of the Eva that continued to spill out of her. She had wanted to show Jayna that she was still the same person.

      “Are you going to sit?” Jayna asked.

      “That depends. Are we going to have another attack?”

      “These days, I have no idea.”

      Eva arched a brow at her. “These days?”

      “Well, at least in this place.”

      Eva glanced over Topher, who looking back at her, and his expression made Jayna laugh. He would do anything for Eva, even though Eva didn’t seem to care that he was even there.

      “It’s another Sul’toral,” Jayna said. “But something they said struck me as strange.”

      Topher looked over to Eva as if he intended to guide her to sit next to him. Eva shot him a hard look.

      Topher backed away, turning his attention to Jayna. “What did he say?”

      “She,” Jayna corrected. “And she mentioned something about trying to destroy the rot of the others.” She frowned. She’d been trying to stay alive, trying to struggle through the attack, and hadn’t been able to focus nearly as well as what she needed to on what was going on, but she was certain that she had understood that much. “I don’t exactly know what it was, only that it seems to me that we have one of the Sul’toral not getting along with the others.”

      “Or it could be that this is just some trick they’re playing,” Char said.

      That was a possibility, and given what she knew of the Sul’toral, she had to acknowledge that they were far better prepared to deal with Jayna than she was to deal with them. It struck her as possible that they might be playing some trick, and if so, she wasn’t sure how she might discover what they planned.

      She looked over to Char. “What happened to the rest of the Society?”

      “Enchantments,” he said. “After the attack, the Fate used enchantments to carry them away.”

      “To carry who?”

      “Everybody that came with her. She was never going to go by ground,” he said as if surprised that she would even consider that possibility. “She was always going to use an enchantment to get everybody else to safety.”

      “You mean to the safety of the Society House.”

      “I told you that,” Char said.

      Jayna breathed out heavily, and she looked into the distance. “I had to knock out the Sniffer,” she said.

      “You had to do what?”

      Jayna shrugged. “I didn’t have much choice in the matter. He was coming at me, and I could feel the dark sorcerer around me. I knew that if I did nothing, he would continue to come and eventually attack, and… I am not happy about it. I’m just telling you so that you aren’t surprised if the Fate comes to you and tells you about some dark sorcerer who knocked out her henchmen.”

      “This is a Sniffer,” he said. “Not some henchman working for some street thug. They essentially work for the king himself.”

      “You know what the markings on their wrists mean?” Char frowned, shaking his head. “I haven’t seen any Sniffers before, but markings like that matter.” Jayna wasn’t exactly sure what they meant, only that it was some sort of sorcery. “He had others on his scalp. I don’t recognize the symbols.”

      “I don’t think Sniffers have some strange magic. Even now that they work outside of the Society.”

      “They have something. I’m just trying to understand what it means for us.”

      “Why must everything mean something?” Char asked.

      “Because I’ve been dealing with strange magic, and I’m trying to understand what it is, what it means, and how that is going to impact me. This has to be a Sul’toral, and I have to take care of them.” It felt strange to acknowledge that. She would much rather have Ceran come in and deal with the Sul’toral, but with him isolated and unable to intervene, it fell to Jayna.

      And now it was heading toward the Society house. At least, that was where she believed it was going. She breathed out heavily. She didn’t want to do what she thought she might have to, but what choice did she have?

      “I think I have to go back,” she said, mostly to herself.

      “Good,” Topher said. “I have some pastries that I made, and we can enjoy those when we get back. I did make sure to have a supply of wine for Eva when she returned, that is, if you are still drinking wine.”

      Eva glanced over to Topher, then there was a moment where she flicked her gaze toward him, and Jayna wondered what she might say. She didn’t even know if Eva was still drinking wine. How much different would Eva have been now that she understood that she was Ashara? Some of her memories would have filled in, and Jayna hoped that those formed while they had traveled together would remain.

      As strange as it seemed, Eva sitting by the fire and having a glass—or bottle—of wine was a memory that stuck with her. Did Ashara not do that, though?

      “What kind of wine?” Eva asked.

      “I have two bottles of a delightful red sourced from the city of Olidant, along with a blend from—”

      “Those will work,” Eva said.

      So much for Eva not drinking. It was almost enough to bring a smile to Jayna’s face. Almost. She knew what you might have to do. The real challenge was in the doing of it.

      “I’m not going back to Nelar. At least, not yet.” She glanced over to Char. “You should get back. The outpost will need its sorcerer.”

      “What do you think you’re going to do?” Char asked.

      “Well, I’m going to do what you suggested that I do.”

      “Jayna—”

      Jayna shook her head. “You don’t need to argue with me about this, Char. I think it needs to be done. I probably should have known that I would have to do this eventually.”

      “I suggested it,” Char said.

      “Do either of you care to tell me what we are talking about?” Eva asked.

      Char looked over to Jayna, shaking his head slowly, a slight set to his jaw indicating his irritation with Jayna.

      “She intends to go to the Society House. She intends to rejoin the Society.”
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      The night was cool, and it seemed to be growing cooler. Jayna started to work through the problem. That was a lesson that she’d learned early on from her brother, of all people, and had found that useful during her time in the Academy. It had served her well when working with Ceran, as well. Work through the problem. If you sat idle, problems tended to fester, and they became worse. Take one step, then the next, and answers begin to present themselves. This would be the same.

      “You can’t just walk back there,” Char said. He pulled her aside, standing near the edge of the tree, still near the surrounding enchantment that offered some protection, though Jayna wasn’t exactly sure how it did. It had to be some powerful enchantment, and she couldn’t help feel a little impressed that Char had been the one to place it.

      “You’re the one who said this,” she said. “I need to go to the Society House, and then I can—”

      “You are only doing it because you want to find what you think is a dark sorcerer, not because you care about Society.”

      “So?”

      “That’s not the reason to do it,” Char said, his voice rising. He grabbed her wrist, and he turned her toward him. “When I think about you coming back to the Society, it’s not this way.”

      “I missed a bit more than a year,” she said. “I suspect I can test out of most of it.”

      “Well—”

      “I think my experience hunting dark sorcerers might be more than enough.” The plan was forming as she started speaking through it. She had started to consider how many of the different sorcerers she had dealt with. There had been many during her time in Nelar, and all of them had ultimately ended up being dark sorcerers. How many people within the Society would know that all of them were dark sorcerers?

      How many people in the Society knew about Agnew?

      Jayna looked over to Char. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but she had a sense of some irritation through the linking spell. “How much did the Fate know about what has happened in Nelar?”

      “I didn’t have an opportunity to run down the list of what we’ve dealt with, Jayna. She came because I sent word there were dark sorcerers.”

      “Did she know about Agnew?”

      “Of course she did. I couldn’t hide that from them. They had to know that he was corrupted.”

      “Did you explain who he really was?”

      “Well…”

      “So they didn’t know that Master Agnew was actually Dorian Hale,” Jayna said, turning and looking back at Eva. Smoke still swirled around her. She had a sense of power drifting away from her, toward the trees where it stopped. Jayna didn’t know if it was something that Eva was doing or if this had come from the enchantment and the power that Char had placed around the clearing. “They don’t know that he was a Sul’toral.”

      “I’m not sure that any within the Society really understand what the Sul’toral are,” he said.

      She paused, looking back at him. “I think you’re wrong in that.”

      “Let’s say that I’m wrong. Let’s say that some know about the Sul’toral, but what do you intend to do? Do you think you can really march to the Society House, see what they might tell you about the Sul’toral, and welcome you back?”

      Jayna hadn’t given any thought to the idea of returning to the Society. Not before now, but she had a few ideas of what might be necessary. There were various ways of entering the Society. The most common was coming through the Academy. That was how she had intended to join the Society, but there were other ways. There were parts of the world where people were trained in magic that did not have the same advantage of reaching the Academy. Often it was more of an apprenticeship. In Jayna’s case, she had been a known entity within the Academy. Should she go back as that person, or should she take a new name? The Sul’toral often took on new names, so why couldn’t she?

      That opened up another possibility. Did she have to go back as someone who had even left the Academy? Could she go back as a full-fledged sorcerer?

      “How many robes do you have in the outpost?”

      “No,” Char said.

      “Just tell me,” she said.

      “What are you thinking about?” Topher asked.

      “She’s thinking that she’s going to sneak into the Society House as a sorcerer, pretending that she’s already been promoted to a full sorcerer and member of the Society.”

      “I thought you had to pass through the Academy and the testing,” Eva said.

      “Normally,” Char said.

      “It can be easily obscured,” Jayna said.

      “If they look into it….” Char said.

      “I don’t need to go to stay,” she said. “All I need is to find out what’s going on with this Sul’toral and the dark sorcerers.”

      “I don’t know how you think they can hide inside of the Society how surrounded by hundreds of sorcerers. It’s the stronghold of the Society. Do you think that you could just march in there?”

      It was a terrible plan, but she wasn’t getting anywhere the way that she’d been searching. Maybe it was time for her to try a terrible plan. “I think that’s exactly what I’m going to do,” she said.

      “This is a terrible plan,” Eva said.

      “It might be, but I’m also thinking that it is perfect. No one is going to think somebody would sneak into the Society House. Who would be stupid enough to do that?”

      Char started to open his mouth when Jayna silenced him with a hard look. “I need a robe. I need the marker, and I’m going to need all of your spellbooks.”

      “All of them?”

      “Well, all of them for my journey to the Society House. I’m going to need to study. I can’t simply show up and not know what a sorcerer would be expected to know.”

      Char shook his head. “This isn’t going to work.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t even know how to navigate within the Society House.”

      “And you do?”

      He was quiet for a moment, biting his lip.

      “You do,” she said, smiling slightly. “Then you should come with me.” She cared for Char, but if there was another way, she wouldn’t invite him along. Still, this might be the most effective strategy to get her into the Society House without someone knowing. And with the right guide, it wouldn’t take nearly as long for her to find what she needed.

      “I can’t go.”

      “Because you can’t leave the outpost unprotected?” she asked, looking around. “I thought that your presence here suggested that it wasn’t such an issue.”

      “That’s not it,” he said. “I can’t go because I don’t want to. I don’t want to help you with this plan of yours.”

      “You don’t want me to get in and find a dark sorcerer that might be infiltrating the Society House. That seems a little selfish, Char.”

      He looked at her, shaking his head. “Jayna…”

      She shrugged. “Fine. If that’s what you’re going to be, then maybe I’m going to have to go without you. If I get caught, I’m going to make sure I mention that my friend Char is the one who had thought I could come into the Society House and blame you for anything that happens in the time I’m there.”

      “What if he can’t leave the outpost alone?” Eva asked.

      “Oliver is there,” Char said, shaking his head. “And he…”

      “What about him?”

      “Well, I suppose I could let him know that I was summoned to join the caravan because of the attack.”

      Jayna started to smile to herself. “You could.”

      Char looked over to her, darkness clouding his brow. “I don’t like this, Jayna.”

      “No one said anything about you liking this.”

      “That doesn’t solve your problem,” Eva said. “Didn’t you need access to the spellbooks?”

      “It would be helpful,” she admitted.

      They wouldn’t have enchantments to travel the way that the Fate did. They might be able to create some enchantments to speed their journey, which still probably takes them the better part of two or three days, but she doubted that the Fate would take more than a day. All that time where something worse could be happening.

      She couldn’t delay. They had to find some way, and she had to find more power somewhere. She knew her Toral magic, but if she could learn new spells that she could augment with that Toral magic, she might be even more potent were she attacked again.

      Char sighed. “I suppose I could sneak back and gather a few. I would have to get past the protections placed when the Society sent people to the outpost.”

      “Why would they have done that?”

      “Because of the dular attack. It will be challenging, but….”

      “Then that’s where we will start. We’re going to need to find some way of getting to the house faster,” Jayna said. “If we go by foot, to take far too long.”

      Topher perked up. “I might be able to help with that.” He grinned. “I know several dular that might have a way to travel.”

      “Let’s get moving,” she said.
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      It was late, or rather, early morning, by the time they reached Nelar again. It felt wrong heading in this direction. None of them had been all that talkative in the journey, and as soon as he reached the city, Topher split off, heading to the dular section where he claimed he knew a merchant who could provide them with the necessary supplies.

      They approached the outpost. It was still late enough—or even early enough, she supposed—that none of the sorcerers should be up, though given what had happened in the city with the dark sorcerers and with the dular, there was the possibility that those within the outpost would remain more vigilant.

      In the distance, there was the faint sound of buzzing. It was different than that of insects against the night. This was a steady unpleasant sound.

      “What is it?” Eva asked.

      “Volantinkar. That’s what they’re called, at least I think so. Have you heard of them?”

      Eva frowned before finally shaking her head. “I don’t know if it’s lack of memory or if it’s still a hole in my memories. But I don’t know what they are.”

      “That’s too bad. I don’t know if they are tied to what’s happening or not. I’m starting to think that one of the Sul’toral is using them to attack, but I can’t quite figure out how.”

      Eva remained close. Jayna still didn’t know what Eva had gone through and hoped to get answers on the journey to the Society house, but in the meantime, she was happy to have her friend with her once again.

      “I’m going to be the only one who goes in,” Char said. “If either of you cross over the threshold, it’s going to alert everyone inside of the outpost. Well, Oliver. He’s the only one left in the outpost.”

      “You can’t get caught here,” she said.

      Char stared across the street. There was an edge of darkness in his eyes, and though she couldn’t see it on his face, she could feel sadness through the linking spell.

      “I never thought that I would be breaking into the outpost.”

      “And I never thought that I would have to go against the Society, either.”

      Char turned to her, his frown deepening. “You don’t. I know that you think this is something you need to do, but you don’t. All you need to do is to—”

      Jayna raised her hand, cutting him off. “I don’t, but I do, don’t you understand that? I need to know what’s going on. Something is happening to Ceran, and there is a new kind of power that is even greater than anything I’ve faced before. Somebody has to do something.”

      “Why you?”

      It was an easy question, or it should be.

      The Society. That was who Char believed should be involved.

      Only she didn’t know if they could.

      “Because I can.”

      Char shook his head. “I saw what happened. You had just as hard a time with that power. You have limits, as well, Jayna.”

      She smiled tightly. “I’m well aware of my limits, thank you.” She took a deep breath. “Now. I we going to do this, or what?”

      “I don’t think you can break into the outpost,” Char started.

      “I can help,” Eva said.

      Jayna grinned, spreading her hands. “See? She could help. Now, why don’t you give Eva and I the rundown of what we need to do once we get into the outpost. We can gather some spell books, the robe, and anything else we might need.”

      Char looked as if he wanted to snap at her, but she really had presented a compelling argument. She was right. There was no point in him getting himself involved in this. He wanted to return to the outpost and return to the Society. Char attempting to sneak in might raise a different set of dangers for him, but also for Jayna. She might need him to have access to the Society if she failed.

      Finally, Char sighed. “There are a series of enchantments along the wall, along the gate, and none of them can be bypassed. Each of them requires the right technique to override. You need to know the key.”

      “And I suppose you don’t want to share with me the key?”

      “I guess I have no choice,” Char said. He demonstrated a pattern, tracing it on his palm. “You’ll place this on the topmost on the side of the gate. It will deactivate that enchantment.”

      “No,” Jayna said. “We can’t be seen going through the gate. It has to look like it is an actual attack. We have to make it look real. So I think we have to go over the wall. What sort of enchantments are there?”

      Char hesitated. Finally, he let out a heavy sigh. “Enchantments that have to be carefully keyed to override them. I can do it from inside of the outpost, but I don’t know how to do so from out here.” He was getting irritated with her.

      She glanced over to the edge of the trees where she had found the box. “Do you see that clearing over there?” Jayna pointed to where the enchantment had been. “That’s a part of the forest that should still surround the outpost. It doesn’t. You can see where the enchantment was placed and how quickly it caused damage to the space around it. It’s because of me that enchantment didn’t work against your outpost. I don’t know what they intended, but I suspect it targeted the outpost itself to incapacitate whatever enchantments and protections you had there.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Char asked.

      “Because I want you to know that I care about helping.”

      “You care, but you only want to do it in your own way.”

      Jayna snorted. “I’ve always only cared about helping in my own way,” she said.

      He sighed. “This is the enchantment,” he said, crouching down on the ground and tracing a pattern.

      It was a complicated pattern, and it was one that Jayna had seen before, even though she didn’t know if she’d be able to replicate it if it came down to it. The key to a pattern like that, and to understanding them, was not so much the complicated nature of them, as it was in breaking down the constituent parts of it. From there, then she could use what she knew of the pattern and could start to figure out what would be involved in trying to separate out some aspect of it.

      Jayna detected some energy but didn’t understand the complete pattern. She had to do more than just break it apart. Once she understood it, she might add her Toral magic and augment what she knew. She started tracing a pattern when Char tapped on her hand.

      “Not like that,” he said.

      “Like what?”

      “You aren’t doing it right. I thought that you’d been studying?”

      “I have been studying, but I don’t have the same experience you do, Char. I’ve been worrying about dark sorcerers unless you don’t remember.”

      “This isn’t a matter of you having the right experience or not; this is a matter of you following what I did. Can’t you see what I did?”

      “I’m not trying to let you down, Char, and I’m sorry that I’ve been so focused on dark sorcerer that I haven’t mastered the basics of some of this spellcraft, but—”

      “Stop,” Char grumbled, and he tapped on her hand again. “Try it again.”

      “You do realize I’m not trying to actually make the pattern.”

      “If you intend to override it,” he said, looking up and meeting her eyes, “then you are going to need to mimic it almost exactly. That’s what you intend to do, isn’t it?”

      It was, and she supposed that she shouldn’t be terribly surprised that Char knew. The technique was probably beyond her, though she didn’t need Char telling her that. “Fine. I will do it your way.”

      “You’re going to have to practice over the next few days, anyway, so you might as well get ready.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re going to enjoy this?”

      “I’m not going to enjoy working with you like this,” Char said. “At least, not in such a condensed period of time. I would much rather have all the time that we need for you to work on what you need, and… well, I would much rather have us working together the way that we are supposed to.”

      “You want me to actually rejoin the Society.”

      “That is what I want,” Char said. “There is no point in denying it.”

      She held his gaze for a moment, and she looked back down and began tracing the pattern in her palm, working through it. She worked steadily, moving with a careful gesture across her palm, and then paused. When she was done, she had felt the distinction between the pattern that she had been tracing, and one that Char had corrected her on.

      “Better,” he said. “You still have to be more consistent, and you can’t pause. It’s like making a forgery. If you lift your pen, some as when you know that the original was altered.”

      She looked up at him, smiling. “Are you a forger now?”

      “We learned about that in our classes, or don’t you remember?”

      “I don’t remember anything like that.” She could imagine her brother having some interest in sorcerers who knew how to create forgeries.

      “It was in analyzing ancient texts.”

      Maybe she had been there for some of that, as Jayna remembered a little bit of that. “Maybe I cut that class.”

      Char ignored her. “Once again inside, you are going to have to activate another seal on a door or window,” he said, looking up at her. “Which one are you choosing?”

      “How about your window?”

      “Now, you want to implicate me?”

      “I’m not going to implicate you. I’m going to be the one to break into it, sneak through the rest of the outpost, and gather what I need.”

      “I suppose my room would be less well guarded, and I do have a stack of spellbooks, but what you need won’t be what I’m studying.”

      “Because you don’t think that I can manage them?”

      “Because I think that you want something more than on healing. You need to go to the third door to the left past mine. It’s empty. At least it is now. You can find what you want there. And in the closet, you can find a robe.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Char shook his head. “I don’t like this at all, Jayna.”

      “Then you just sit back here by the trees, let Eva and I do this, and we’ll be back to you in no time.”

      “And what happens if Oliver wakes up?  I don’t know who else the Fate may have left behind, though I don’t think there were too many from the Society left behind who weren’t in the outpost already.”

      “You can just leave them to me.”

      “Jayna—”

      “I’m not going to kill anyone. Well, just as long as they aren’t a dark sorcerer.”

      Eva snorted and started away. “I haven’t felt anything quite like this before. It penetrates into the soil.” Smoke swirled from her. “The power’s unlike anything I remember.”

      Jayna looked over. “Would you remember?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I destroyed it, but it’s interesting to know that some of that power remains.”

      How long would it linger?

      Jayna stretched her hand up when he reached the wall and quickly traced the pattern. As she did, she added a hint of Toral power into it. She pushed power out and felt resistance. It was almost as if she were adding to it, but then she felt her Toral magic burning through her and overwhelming that pattern.

      She paused for a moment, waiting. There was no movement inside, nothing to suggest that anybody inside of the outpost had been alerted by what she had done.

      She nodded to Eva, who simply jumped, clearing the wall. Jayna couldn’t help but marvel at Eve’s skill. She scrambled up, climbed the wall, and landed on the other side. Once down, she paused for a moment, looked around, and waited again.

      Eva motioned for her to move.

      “How long you intend to wait there?” Eva asked.

      “I suppose I’m trying to get a sense for what might happen once we get inside. I figured that you would actually approve of caution.” At least, the old Eva would. Jayna wasn’t sure how this new Eva might react. “And I’m trying to detect whether they have any idea that we are here.”

      “Do they?”

      “I’m pleased to say that we didn’t raise any alarm.”

      “Yet,” she said.

      Jayna nodded.

      They jogged around the inside of the wall, and she noticed that Eva was pushing a fog of smoke outward. Every so often, he would raise her hand, motioning for Jayna to pause, and then the fog of smoke would drift even further forward. Each time they did, Jayna would hesitate, listening, but she didn’t feel anything; she didn’t see anything, so whatever it was that Eva was doing was beyond Jayna’s magical senses.

      By the time they reached Char’s window in the back of the outpost, she had sweat streaming down her brow. It was going to be light soon, and they needed to work quickly.

      Jayna looked at the window. “I suspect these will be protected as well.”

      “Do what you must,” Eva said.

      “Can you, you know, inactivate it?”

      Eva frowned at her. “I’m not exactly sure what you’re asking of me.”

      “I suppose I’m asking if you can use your smoke power to inactivate any enchantments that are in or around the window.”

      Eva looked up at her. There was a different expression in her eyes than there had been when Eva had been in the city before. More irritation, perhaps. Maybe more strength, though.

      “I will see what I can do.”

      She held her hand up, and blood dripped down her palm. Smoke swirled from it, though, and it poured up toward the window, stretching out toward the glass, where Eva created a swirling motion. It was nothing like the patterns that Jayna used in sorcery and nothing with the blunt power that she drew upon what she was using the Toral ring. This was subtle, controlled, and an exquisite use of power that Jayna could practically feel pouring out of Eva.

      Finally, Eva pulled her hand back. “There’s something there, but I cannot detect it.”

      “Great,” Jayna said. “Char wasn’t sure what pattern was going to be here. And now for us to get past this, we're going to have to do more than just make it look like a break-in. I guess we’re going to have to actually break in.”

      Jayna held her hand up, focusing on the window, and tried to trace a pattern. As soon as she did, she felt resistance and then pulled the Toral magic through her, a cold burning through her, and then she unleashed it onto the window.

      There was a sharp crack, and the glass splintered.

      Jayna reacted, pulling the window open. She didn’t hesitate, scrambling inside, landing inside of Char’s room, and then paused for a moment, looking around. It was sparse, typical for Char. There was a stack of books on the desk, his bed was neatly made, and a washbasin was clean.

      She hurried to the door, pulled it open, and listened. There was no sound. She stepped out into the hall. A third door to the left. She raced toward it. Eva was right behind her. Jayna could feel the smoke drifting from her. When she pulled the door open, she felt the surge of power.

      It came from behind her.

      She ducked. An explosion of smoke wafted over her. Jayna rolled forward, unleashing the magic ball spell outward, causing a rippling wave of power. When she popped to her feet, she saw the crumpled form of a sorcerer. Not Oliver.

      “She left somebody behind,” Jayna said.

      “She might have left others, then,” Eva said. “We must move.”

      Jayna looked around the room. There was a stack of books, much like Char had said. She grabbed a stack of spellbooks and tucked them under her arm before heading toward the wardrobe. There was a robe there, and she tested to make sure that it would fit before slinging that over her arm as well. Finally, she nodded to Eva.

      “There are two others,” Eva whispered.

      “Can you…”

      Eva didn’t hesitate. Smoke drifted, building.

      She had seen the incapacitating effect of a powerful Ashara working against the sorcerer before, so Jayna knew that Eva’s magic would be potent.

      Jayna had to be a little careful, though. She stepped out, used the magic ball spell, and let it ripple forward down the hall. She heard one person fall and then another.

      They darted toward Char’s room and the window. They scrambled out, and she hurriedly traced a spell near the window before motioning for Eva to follow.”

      “I don’t suppose you want to tell me what that last one was for.”

      “It will keep them in the room until they break out of it.”

      “They could use the door.”

      “Assuming they think of it,” Jayna said. When it came to the Society, Jayna had long ago learned that sometimes he didn’t think about the most obvious things.

      They reached the wall, and she jumped over it, Eva right behind her when shouts rang out behind them.

      “If nothing else, at least they’ll know there was a break-in,” Jayna said.
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      “What are those?” Eva asked, looking to Topher as he joined them in the forest.

      None of the sorcerers in the outpost had found them. Char had placed a few spells, and Jayna had followed, trying to make sense of what he was doing, but they were a complicated use of magic. She had tried her own power, adding Toral magic, wanting to ensure that they had a way of picking up on the possibility that somebody might come for them, and Eva had added her smoke into Jayna’s spells a way that she used to. It augmented them. There had been no sign that they had been followed. Thankfully.

      Topher’s face was flushed, and he grinned as he looked at Eva. “These are our transportation out here. I wasn’t really sure what I’d be able to find, but I figured there’d be somebody in the market who would have something.” He looked over to Jayna. “I’m sorry, but I did have to overspend for these.”

      “How much?”  Jayna asked.

      “You aren’t going to like it,” he said.

      “Topher…”

      “It took most of your reserves,” he said.

      She hadn’t even known the Topher knew where to find her reserves, so the fact that he had gone to their home, gathered the reserves, and then spent it on enchantments…

      But in this case, did she care?

      “At least tell me what you got for it?”

      “These,” he said. He set out four small wooden enchantments and grinned at her. “Look at them. Aren’t they fantastic?”

      “I fail to see why these are fantastic,” Char said, glancing over her shoulder, looking toward the trees. “And I don’t like the idea of staying here any longer than is necessary. How do you know that they aren’t going to find us?”

      “Did you place the enchantment?”

      “I placed it, but I also know the limitations of those spells.”

      Topher leaned down, and he touched one of the enchantments. It flickered. It was the only way that she could describe it. And as it did, the enchantment began to expand.

      Jayna jumped back a step.

      It was a three-wheeled cart, all made of wood, with a seat, handle, and nothing else.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s a cart,” Topher said. “You wanted something that would get us there, so I got it.”

      “We can’t push a cart,” Char said.

      Topher looked over to Char as if he were the fool rather than Topher. “I never said anything about us pushing a cart,” he said. “In fact, I don’t think anybody to push anything. All you do is go along with the ride.”

      “What ride?” she asked.

      “The cart,” he said. “Take a seat.”

      Jayna hesitantly climbed into the cart’s seat, and it started moving. It was self-propelled. The enchantments within the cart were impressive and complicated enough that Jayna couldn’t even imagine how something like this could even work.

      She smiled to herself. “You did great, Topher.”

      “See?” he asked, looking to Char. “She said I did great.”

      “How long of a range do they have?” Jayna asked.

      Topher frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Enchantments have a limited lifespan. How far will these carry us?”

      His face fell. “I guess I didn’t ask.”

      Char snorted. “So much for that plan.”

      Jayna paused, getting out of the seat. The cart wasn’t terribly comfortable, but if it drove itself, they wouldn’t have to worry about the journey. They could take the cart all way to the Society House, and then she could plan in the meantime. It would be mostly silent, she suspected, as well. There was a benefit in that. No plodding of hooves, nothing else, just the rolling of the wheels.

      “I guess it means that you have the journey to try to figure out how to replicate it,” she said to Char.

      “Me?”

      “You’re the sorcerer.”

      “I think that you’re also a sorcerer.”

      She raised her hand, waving her ring at him. “I’m a Toral. That something quite a bit different. I don’t have time to be replicating these enchantments.”

      Char shook his head, grumbling under his breath.

      Topher activated the other three, and they all took seats, and the carts rolled through the trees. They made steady time, heading away from Nelar, and weaved through the trees, heading away from the city, taking a looping path to avoid any sorcerers that might try to come at them. So far, they had seen anybody else coming at them, but Jayna wanted to be careful so that they didn’t run into any of the Society outpost sorcerers that they had attacked inside of the outpost.

      She pulled out one of the spellbooks while they were riding. It was a complicated spellbook, and as she turned through the pages, she knew that it would be difficult to find the answers that she wanted. How could she prove that she was a sorcerer to the Society? How could she master all of this in a few days?

      Topher and Char led the way, leaving Jayna and Eva riding side-by-side. The carts were uncomfortable. It was the easiest way that she could describe. She felt every bump underneath the wooden wheels, and after a while, she started to question whether would wood splinter the longer that they rolled, but she suspected that it had some sort of enchantment within it as well.

      A dular making this seemed impossible, but the more she thought about it, the more that she suspected that it involved more than one dular. It was a complicated enchantment. The cart itself would be one part, but shrinking it, and propelling it, would be something else. No wonder it cost as much as it did.

      She had to stop questioning Topher’s usefulness. He had proven himself useful every time that she had doubted him. He cared about them. That might be all that he needed to do. It was probably time to ask Topher to help her understand the enchantment that Telluminder had given her. Topher had resources that Jayna simply did not.

      “You want to talk about what you learned?”

      Eva glanced over. “What do you want to know?”

      “Well, I was hoping you might share anything that you learned about yourself. I’ve been pretty forthcoming about my own strangeness. Dark magic, or whatever I have. What about you?”

      Eva went silent. It was early morning, and they were traveling steadily. It wasn’t rapid, not by any means, but much faster than going by foot. She had no idea how long it would take for them to reach the Society House at this pace, but she suspected that it would be the better part of two days, maybe three. If they traveled through the night, they could go faster, but that depended somewhat on Char’s ability to replicate aspects of the enchantments.

      Char had been analyzing the carts, looking from one to the next, leaning into twisting so that he could study the cart without getting out of it. Every so often, he would make a note in his book, before continuing his study.

      “There are very few Ashara remaining,” Eva said.

      Jayna looked up. The protective spell that she was working on was complicated, a technique that she really had to focus on. She felt as if she had to master some of these techniques all over again.

      “Asaran?”

      Eva nodded. “Asaran is one. He’s tried to show me others, but….”

      “What happened?” Jayna asked, shifting.

      “When we went looking, they weren’t where we were supposed to meet them.” Smoke swirled around her. “I’m not sure why, and neither was Asaran. He wanted me to stay, but….”

      She didn’t say it, but Jayna understood. And she appreciated it.

      “Did you regain your memories?” That had been one of the hottest parts for Eva and for Jayna.

      “There are still gaps. But they fill from time to time,” she said, almost as if picking her words carefully. “There are times when the answers come to me easily, and other times when it drifts away. Some of them are near the edge of my understanding as if all I need to do is to grasp those answers, and I might be able to uncover some great truth. I don’t know, though.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Eva shook her head. “I was coming to Nelar for a reason. I found it.” She looked up at Jayna, locking eyes with her. “Perhaps it isn’t the reason that my people sent me here in the first place or that I chose to come,” she said, frowning as if there was a distinction between the two, and maybe there was. “I’m with you, Jayna.”

      “I know you are,” Jayna said. “But I also want you to find what you need to find.”

      “I think our journeys intersect.” She breathed out, looking off into the distance, and smoke swirled around her. Even when she had been unsettled, Eva hadn’t pulled upon her smoky magic nearly as much as she seemed to now. It was all almost as if she was embracing that power continuously, wrapping around her, as if to keep some part of herself shielded. Maybe that was all part of what she was doing. “I can’t help but think I was coming after this same type of power. I don’t know why, and Asaran isn’t completely sure, either. Apparently, our people aren’t the best at communicating,” she said. “We tend to prefer isolation.”

      Jayna started to laugh. It carried out into the rolling hills near them, a few trees dotting the landscape rising around them. They hadn’t seen any houses, villages, or cities so far, which she thought was for the best. She didn’t know where Char and Topher were leading them, but she trusted the two of them to guide them. Char knew where he was going, at least.

      “I could’ve told you that,” Jayna said.

      “I don’t want complete isolation,” she said.

      “You never wanted complete isolation. I’ve known that about you. Even when you complained about me, you still let me drag you along on jobs. Just like now.”

      Eva nodded. “Just like now.”

      “I was hoping that you would learn something new about yourself. About the Ashara. About those holes in your memory.” And perhaps even about why the two of them had met up the way that they had. After learning about Eva, increasingly, Jayna didn’t think it was purely chance.

      “Perhaps there is no great insight about me,” Eva said. “Maybe I am what I am, and that is enough.”

      “And you’ve become philosophical,” Jayna said, smiling.

      Eva snorted, shaking her head. “There’s no philosophy to this. Only the realization that I may not get to choose. Perhaps that’s for the best.”

      Jayna’s eyes drifted across the page, and she knew that she needed help.

      “I think we were meant to meet up,” Jayna finally said. “The two of us, that is. I don’t know that I would have been able to do what I have to do without your help. And perhaps whatever you are destined to do needs my help.”

      Eva smiled, her lips tight. “I never figured you for one to believe in destiny.”

      “It’s not a matter of destiny, so much as it is a matter of finding a friend.” She shrugged. “I haven’t had many friends in my life. My brother tried to pull me into his thieving group, but those weren’t friends. Not mine, at least. And then when he went to the Academy, I had Char, but we didn’t have too many other friends besides that. It wasn’t always easy.”

      “I wish I remembered who I had as friends,” Eva said.

      “Asaran?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think the two of us were close. We might be the same kind, but….” She fell silent.

      Despite considering how she would talk to Eva, she still didn’t have a good answer for her. She was simply happy to have her friend back.

      “You should know that Telluminder is disappointed in me.”

      Eva groaned softly. “What did you do to poor Master Telluminder?”

      “I didn’t do anything to him,” she said. “I was asking him for information, and I might have threatened him a little bit,” she said, shrugging. She turned her attention back to the book.

      Eva looked over. “You didn’t.”

      “Well, he’s gotten more cantankerous.”

      “Are you sure he isn’t responding to you?”

      Jayna looked up. “Oh, I’m sure he is, but I don’t have to like it.”

      Smoke swirled around Eva for a moment. “Then you should get back to work. Isn’t that what you would tell me? If this plan of yours is going to work, then you must be prepared.”

      “I just need to get into the Society House, see if I can’t find any evidence of Sul’toral, and in particular, that dark magic, and then….”

      At that point, Jayna wasn’t even sure what else they would need to do. Get into the Society house, and from there, she thought the Toral ring would guide her toward the dark magic. Hopefully, it would shield her from them.

      She turned her attention back to the book, flipping through the spellbook. She worked page by page, and when she had gone twenty pages, the bumps in the road too jarring and irritating, she finally looked up. She hadn’t realized, but Eva had moved to ride next to Topher. He kept looking in her direction, and she kept staring straight ahead, but she had seemingly intentionally moved closer to him. And Char was riding next to her.

      “I think I have figured out one aspect of this,” he said, looking over to Jayna.

      He was leaning over the back of the cart, his head hanging down, almost brushing the ground. “There’s a particular pattern that I think might replicate the self-propelling part,” he said, and he twisted, flowing back into the chair. “But I don’t know how to keep the cart intact at the same time.”

      “You can place the enchantment on top of the self-propelling,” Jayna said.

      “Layering enchantments isn’t my specialty,” he said.

      “It doesn’t have to be your specialty; it’s just a matter of doing enough to get us there.”

      Char shook his head. “All of this is….”

      “I know what all of this is,” Jayna said. “And I thank you for being a part of it.”

      She turned back to the book. She was frustrated and let it out as a soft irritated sigh.

      “What are you stuck on?”

      She glanced over. “Now you want to help?”

      “What do you want from me?” Char snapped. He took a steadying breath, and he shook his head. “That’s not fair. You asked me to figure out these enchantments so that if one of them were all of them break down, we have some way of recovering. That’s what I’ve been trying to do. And I also understand that you need to try to master as much of this as you can so that when it comes down to getting into the Society house, you can prove yourself a sorcerer and sneak inside.” He stared at her. “And then what?”

      “You know what happens next,” she said.

      “That’s just it,” he said. “I don’t know what next. I know that you intend to go in, I know that you think that you might find some secret there, but beyond that….”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Good,” he said. He looked over to the book. “You have to follow the pattern exactly. I know that’s hard, but consistency is the key. I’ve seen the way that you lift your hand. I told you that. It’s like a forgery.”

      “I’m still amused that you compare it to a forgery. I think my brother would appreciate that.”

      “That’s how it was described in our classes. If you had been paying attention, you would have remembered it.”

      Jayna had paid attention during classes, though she had also not taken them as seriously as she probably should have. Had she only known what she would do when she left the Academy, and what she might become, perhaps she would have taken a different approach.

      Then again, had she known that she would learn a different kind of magic altogether, maybe she wouldn’t have even tried.

      “What techniques do I need to follow?”

      “Was it so hard to ask for help?”

      “I can’t get the patterns to work for me.”

      “Because you’re trying to go through the more advanced patterns.” He tapped on the page. “That’s a series of various patterns, and what you need to do is to start with the basic.” He started tracing the shape in the air. Even as he did, the jarring of the wagons should have distorted what he was doing, but somehow Char managed to keep his hand steady, tracing out the pattern. When he was done, he twisted his palm, and the air took on a shimmering quality and then burst with a pale light. “Just like that.”

      “I’ve seen that one,” Jayna said. She frowned. “But not in this book.”

      “Of course not,” Char said. “These are advanced spellbooks. You wouldn’t even see these until you have been out of the Academy, working within the Society, for several years.”

      She looked over. “How is it that you understand all of this.”

      “Well, I was around Master Agnew for a while, and he taught me how to break down these spells into constituent parts. I know what you think of him, but he showed me how to strip away the more complex parts, look for the basic parts, and then piece them back together. I learn more from him in the time that I was here than I ever did in the Academy, strangely enough.”

      “And here I thought the Sul’toral weren’t good for anything,” she said, muttering to herself.

      “He was an excellent teacher,” Char said. “Maybe he turned out to be a terrible person, but I learned a lot from him.”

      She could tell from the sound of his voice that he was conflicted by what he had gone through and what role that Master Agnew had played. “It’s okay,” she said.

      “Is it?”

      “I think so. I think that it is okay that you learn something from him. I’ve learned some things from some of the sorcerers I’ve dealt with. It has taken me time to start to piece together things, but even when I dealt with Gabranth, I learned something I still used today.”

      And there were aspects of other spells that she was hoping that she might learn. Ceran had shown her certain things in her visions that she thought might be useful, but all of that was dangerous magic. Those visions had revealed the kind of power that made people fear sorcery. Still, it might be useful.

      Lightning strikes. Dark fireballs. Even shards of ice.

      What else could Ceran show her that she could piece apart?

      “Well, anyway, while we are traveling, I can help you separate these spells down into the constituent parts. If you can pick it apart, build it back up, then you should be able to do it.” He looked over to her. “You were always good at puzzles, anyway.”

      Jayna smiled. “I was.”

      He shook his head. “I’m going to be really frustrated if I can’t figure out this stupid cart,” he said, twisting and leaning back over the wagon. “There has to be an answer here, but I just can’t figure out how they did this.”

      “You mean the dular.”

      Char looked up. “Fine. I can’t believe that the dular really made these.”

      Jayna chuckled. Leave it to Char to think about that aspect. “You do realize they have a focused type of magic, and it’s highly specialized to the dular, so that there are certain things they can do that you can’t. They might always be able to do certain things that you can’t.”

      Char rolled back into his seat. “It’s frustrating, you know.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that it is frustrating. For you,” she said, grinning.

      “Isn’t it frustrating for you?”

      “When we are in the Academy, I could use a lot of the same kind of magic as you, but since we—or I—left, I’ve come to terms with the kind of magic that I can do.”

      Char looked at the book, and the other stacked on the wagon in front of her. “Perfectly content, huh?”

      “Fine,” Jayna said, waving her hand. “Maybe not perfect the content, but I understand that there are certain things I can’t do and certain things I might never be able to do.”

      “With that attitude, then I won’t help you.”

      “Char…”

      He started to laugh. “Where do you want to start?”

      “Well, how about all of them?”

      Char frowned. “It’s going to be like teaching you a language. You know the letters but piecing it together….”

      “It’s not like I left the Academy that long ago,” she said.

      “No, but you left it early enough that you never learned something more complicated ways of building, layering, and creating spells. You never learned how to read. You just learned how to sound things out, if that makes any sense.”

      Jayna turned her attention back to the spellbook. That was exactly the way it felt like to her. There had been times when she looked at some of the spell books that char had offered her when she was still in Nelar, and she had felt like there was understanding right at the edge of her ability, but she had never truly mastered it. And maybe it was that she had the letters, and she was trying to sound out the language. What she needed, and what Char might be able to do, would be to help teach her the language in a way that she had never spoken.

      Had she started the Academy, there was little doubt in her mind that she would learn to read. And somehow, she was going to have to learn to read in the matter of the next few days.

      She looked over Char, glancing past him for a moment, seeing Topher and Eva sitting side-by-side, their wagons carrying them forward, neither of them speaking, but neither of them needed to. She sensed a strange contentedness out of either. Maybe she didn’t mind Topher and his silliness.

      “Do you have any way of helping me stay awake?”

      He frowned at her. “What?”

      “Well, I’m afraid that if I am to learn all of this the next few days, I’m not going to get much sleep.”

      Char looked at her, shaking his head.

      “You said I need to learn to read. So teach me.”
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      Jayna closed the book. Frustration surged in her as they were traveling. The carts were carrying them rapidly, rolling across the ground, though the darkness made it seem as if they were moving even faster than they actually were. She looked up at the early morning sunlight. She hadn’t slept much. Barely more than brief naps, nothing more than that, as she had been trying to pour over the spellcraft books that Char had given her. She still felt as if she was little more than a novice, but the patterns were starting to come together for her better.

      “You don’t have to get so frustrated,” Char said, looking over to her from where he sat in his cart. He’d been spending his time in between trying to instruct and looking at the cart, trying to figure out if there was any way that he could add to the enchantments. He had his own frustration. She didn’t hear him express the same way she did, though she could feel it through the linking spell. She wondered if he was aware of just how much she felt that.

      “It’s more complicated than it should be,” she muttered, shaking her head.

      “It’s as complicated as it's supposed to be. It was easy, then anybody who had any magical connection could be a sorcerer.”

      “I think anybody could be a sorcerer,” Jayna said. “They just have to reach for the right magic.”

      “That’s where you and I disagree,” he said. He sat up, and he looked off into the distance. “We have put so much time into our studies at the Academy, and—”

      “You did,” Jayna said.

      He turned, looking at her. It felt as if he were looking deep inside of her. She felt the weight of his disappointment. “You could have, too. You left before you had the opportunity to master even more. You were close.”

      “Close to graduating from the Academy,” Jayna said. “Not close to knowing what I needed to know.”

      “You just wanted power.”

      “I think you know me well enough to know that’s not what I’m after. If I wanted power, then there have been plenty of opportunities for me to go after that.”

      “Through your dark sorcery.”

      She had given up on arguing with him about whether she had dark sorcery. It did no good. Char seemed to believe one thing about her abilities, and though she denied it, she no longer knew if she could convince him. Eventually, he would make up his own mind about the kind of power that she had, much like she had made up her mind about her power. There might be darkness to it, but she was not a dark sorcerer.

      “I need to figure this out. If I’m going to get into the Society—”

      “You will need to prove yourself, Jayna. I don’t know what’s going to be involved. I’m not a part of the Society in that way.”

      “And now you are selling yourself short again. You are a part of Society in that way. You understand what they are doing and what they want.”

      “Fine,” Char said. “They want you to prove that you have the basics mastered. Given what I’ve seen from you so far, I can tell you that you have the basics, but that might be all that you have. Anything more than that is likely to be more complicated, and I don’t know if you have the potential. Is that what you want me to tell you? I don’t think that you can master it overnight. It’s like teaching you a language in the span of two days. It just can’t be done.”

      “Then teach me enough that I can fake it.”

      Char shook his head.

      “Come on,” she said.

      “I don’t want you to fake it. I want my friend to be a part of this.”

      They rolled on for a while, with Jayna studying the spellbook, trying to use what Char had shared with her before, while he was examining his enchantments, searching for some way to improve upon what the dular had done to make these carts. She could feel his growing frustration, and that brought her a measure of joy, as well. The dular were capable. They had their own methods of forming magic, and those methods were distinct and different from that of sorcery. It shouldn’t be easy for him to replicate it.

      “You’ve seen dark sorcery,” Jayna said.

      “I have,” Char finally said. “I never thought that I would face it. To be honest, when we learn about dark sorcery in the Academy, it’s more abstract than anything real. And then when I came to Nelar, I thought that I was so far away from any place that I would never have to worry about it.” He fell silent, making a marking on a piece of wood in front of him, before looking up. “And then you showed up. I was so happy to have you back in my life, and I was so willing to overlook some of the things that bothered me, but maybe I shouldn’t.”

      “Char,” Jayna started, trying to pick her words carefully. “I think that I have always been meant to take this path. Does that make any sense to you?”

      He frowned. “Always?”

      Jayna looked up where Eva and Topher continued to roll across the grassy plains. The carts are moving fast. In the growing daylight, it was easy to see just how fast they were moving. “What I went to the Academy, I didn’t have the money to pay for it. I don’t come from well, not like so many others in the Academy do. I would’ve been able to afford the training that I got. That we got. I had to find a benefactor.”

      He shrugged. “So? There are plenty of students who have a benefactor. You trade a few enchantments later for education.”

      “I never learned my benefactor was,” she said.

      “You think it’s Ceran?”

      “I don’t know. At the time, I just was happy to get into the Academy, and it away from her brother.” Her voice trailed off a little bit at the end. “I didn’t want Jonathan’s life, but now that he’s gone, I can’t help but wish that I could do something to help get him back.”

      “Your brother is a thief. I know that’s hard here, but you don’t know what could’ve happened to him.”

      It was the same thing that Matthew had said to her and with the same sort of gruff, nonjudgmental tone to it. It was almost as if both of them were perfectly content with the possibility that Jonathan would be dead. Jayna was not.

      “I refuse to believe that he’s gone.”

      “Didn’t you say that he had some marker for a dark sorcerer?”

      “That doesn’t mean that he was working with them.”

      “No, he doesn’t, but it could mean that. And if your brother was working for that person, then it may also mean that you will be able to do anything to help him. I know you, Jayna. You may think that I don’t, but we were friends for a long time Before you started doing all of this.”

      “We were,” she said.

      “And I never would’ve expected you to be a part of this.”

      “You don’t think I should.”

      He fell silent.

      “No, I don’t even know anymore. I don’t know what we're dealing with, and I don’t know what my role needs to be in it, and I don’t know anything, to be honest. All I know is that—”

      “There is something up here,” Eva said, without turning and looking back.

      Jayna looked over to Char, and he looked as if he wanted to say something more but let out a heavy sigh, breathing out and smiling tightly.

      Each time they started to have a conversation, something seemed to interrupt them. She knew that she was a disappointment to him. She knew that he wanted her to do something that she wasn’t prepared for. If it were up to Char, she would return to the Society, and rejoin it fully and in truth. He didn’t see the danger in the Society the way that she did. Then again, he had only seen the fringes of darkness within the Society. Then again, so had Jayna, but she had also seen the depths of darkness that existed in the world, the kind of power that was out there, and created real danger in the rest of the world.

      Jayna urged her cart forward, and she slowed as she approached Eva. She motioned toward something in the distance, and smoke swirled away from her, radiating out and away from Eva, stretching across the ground.

      “What is that?”

      “I don’t know,” Eva said. “It looks like a building, or what was once a building, but I can’t tell anymore.”

      Jayna directed her cart in that direction, they all headed after her.

      As she approached, she saw what looked to be the ruins of a stone building. She climbed out of the cart, focused on creating a detective spell, and layered across the ground, probing outward to see if there was anything here that she might feel. As she did, she began to detect a familiar pressure upon her.

      Decay magic.

      It was considerable. There was quite a bit of power out here; that pressure was building on her, enough that she could feel it sweeping out and away. That was what had happened here. Eva lent some of her smoke energy to Jayna’s magic, linking her power to what Jayna had layered.

      “This is recent,” Eva said.

      Jayna nodded. “It seems that way.”

      “The same source?”

      Jayna probed outward again, pushing with the same spell that she had used to detect what was moving out and around her. As she did, she could feel that energy, even if she wasn’t exactly sure what to make of it. “I’m not entirely sure. The source is the same kind of decay magic, but I don’t entirely know what it is. It feels similar. Does that make any sort of sense?”

      “It must,” Eva said.

      Smoke swirled from her. It stretched outward, touching upon the ruins before it withdrew.

      “It's still active here,” Eva said. “I’m not exactly sure why only that I can feel something here. It lingers, and it is unpleasant.”

      Jayna made a circuit around here, probing with her Toral connection, and kept waiting for there to be something more to understand, but she didn’t find anything. There was evidence of the decay magic, but nothing more. In one section of the ground, she saw a patch of grass that had been trampled and browned. She crouched down in front of it, running her hand above it, using a detection spell, but felt nothing.

      This could be more of the same decay magic. It could even be the volantinkar. The problem was that Jayna wouldn’t know how to find anything if they were responsible.

      “Why this place?” Char asked, approaching slowly.

      Topher had remained with his cart, and he watched with a concerned look on his face. This must be one of those times when Tovar understood the danger of getting involved too deeply.

      “I don’t know,” Jayna said. “There has to be some reason for it to be here. Maybe this was significant in some way?”

      “I’ve been by this before,” Char said. “It was an old stone farmhouse. Not significant.”

      Jayna continued to make a circuit around here and didn’t have any way to explain it.

      “We should keep moving.”

      “And if we find more of these?” Eva asked.

      “We can stop, we can investigate, but we should move past it. I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary.”

      They each climbed back into their carts, though Jayna kept her focus on the remains of the farmhouse far after the point where they had moved past it. There was a sense of something to it, but she wasn’t sure what to make of it. The carts gradually picked up speed, rumbling across the ground, until they put the remains of the ruined and decayed farmhouse behind them.

      Even after they had, Jayna found herself troubled by it.

      She turned her attention back to the spellbook.

      “Just focus on the markings that you recognize,” Char said.

      She looked up. He had bent over the side of the cart, and he was looking down, watching the ground rumbling past them.

      “That’s how you start. Break it down. Find what you recognize, and then build. Add a new letter, or a new word, one at a time, until you can understand all of them. It really would be much easier if you had more basic books, but seeing as how you don’t have that opportunity, I think we need to try to piece it together based on what you can find.”

      “Well, I can name of the spells I know how well on two hands. Actually, I can name the spells I know well on one hand. I can do those in my sleep. I know another fifteen to twenty spells, but I have to think about them. And I have to concentrate with each step.”

      “So you know about twenty to twenty-five spells.”

      Jayna shrugged. “Pretty much. The ones I know the best are useful in particular circumstances, including when attacked by dark sorcerers or dark creatures and occasionally by Toral. Anything else is a little bit less useful to me.”

      “But you can still do it.”

      “Of course, I can still do it,” she said. “It’s just that is all I know.”

      Char started to laugh, sitting up in the cart, and he looked over to her.

      “What are you laughing at?”

      “You. You are complaining because you only know about twenty-five spells. By memory, I must add. You know how many I know by memory?”

      “I don’t know. Hundreds?”

      “About twenty to twenty-five,” Char said, laughing again. “There’s a limit to how many I can hold in my mind. Steps begin to slip. Whilst you think we have spellbooks like this?”

      “To learn,” Jayna said.

      “There is something that you need to learn from it, but not quite like that. Anyway, you have to stop selling yourself short. You know more than enough. Now you just have to start breaking apart so that you can prove that you know enough.”

      “You think I can?”

      “You are one of the smartest people I know, Jayna. While you think it bothered me so much when you took the easy path?”

      He turned his attention back to his work, and Jayna watched him, but she didn’t say anything. She didn’t think that she needed to.

      She hadn’t realized that he was upset for that reason.

      She thought it was more than just her taking the easy path and that he didn’t like the fact that she had left without telling him, but she understood that, as well.

      She stared at the spellbook. Find letters that she recognized. Or words, if she could piece it together that way. And then she could start trying to go from there.

      She could do it. She did know some spells. And she could see a spell and could often recreate it, which was a gift of hers. So if it came down to testing, maybe she could be a mimic.

      That brought another smile to her. Char wouldn’t care for it, but if it worked to get her into the Society house so that she could figure out who was involved, that was what she was going to do.

      She needed to find the rot inside of the Society before the Sul’toral and their decay magic stole that chance from her.
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      Jayna hadn’t been back to the Ishan since leaving the Academy.

      She had a strange trepidation as they approached the city, the massive structure rising into view the further that they traveled within the carts. Char looked over to her, waiting for a response, though Jayna didn’t know what she could tell him.

      The carts slowed, Char directing them to a stop near a small clearing of trees. He climbed out of his cart, and he crouched down behind it, looking toward several of the markings that had been made on it as if trying to analyze them again. Char had been working on trying to understand these enchantments, and other than learning how to speed them along, he had not solved the problem quite yet.

      Jayna climbed out of the cart and stood next to Char. The others did the same, though a little more slowly.

      “We can’t take these into the city,” Char said. “We probably should deactivate them, but I don’t know that we should bring them into the city. Enchantments like that—”

      “We could carry them into the city if we deactivated them,” Topher said. “We may need these if we have to escape quickly.”

      Char snorted. “I don’t know that these will help escape quickly.”

      “They moved fast enough, didn’t they?” Topher asked.

      Jayna looked down at the wagon she’d been writing on. It had started to slow as they neared the city, and Char had been adding enchantments to it to try to add additional power, but they hadn’t sped up.

      “You might be right,” she said, looking over to Topher. “We don’t know whether the wagons are going to be effective when we need them and if it comes down to it….”

      She didn’t need to say anything more about what would happen if it came down to it. If it came down to needing to escape, they would have to use something practical. It might be better in a city like this not to use anything quite like that, but having preparations was also for the best.

      She looked over to Eva. “I might need you to develop some sources here.”

      Eva arched a brow at her. A hint of smoke trailed around her, swirling slowly and steadily, and she continued to watch Jayna, though she had been relatively quiet during their journey. Jayna had expected that Eva might offer her something more, some hint of explanation about what she had been doing, and more about what she had uncovered, but even kept that to herself. Jayna had known better than to push. Even when they had been living in Nelar, Eva had been quiet, had never wanted to share too much about herself. Jayna had always had to drag it out, and it had always bothered her, though Eva never seemed to mind.

      “I think you two might be more effective at getting sources in the city. Isn’t this your home?”

      “It feels like it was long ago, but even then, I never really felt like I belonged until I went into the Academy. Magic is such a part of the city, you see.”

      Eva chuckled. “So it is your home.”

      “Once,” Jayna said.

      Now she no longer knew if she could or would claim it as her home. Now she no longer knew what it would mean if it was. She searched for dark magic, and increasingly, Jayna believed there were dangers of dark magic here in this city. She had to find it, and she had to stop it.

      Jayna glanced over. There were a few other people in the road making their way toward the city, but they were far enough from them that they wouldn’t look in her direction. Still, Jayna was on edge. She twisted the Toral ring, feeling the power within it, still on edge about the possibility that they might encounter some dangerous sorcerer.

      “Find enchantments,” she said to Eva.

      “I doubt you’re going to find anything here,” Char said.

      “Eva has a tendency to find those who don’t want to be found,” she said carefully.

      Char frowned at Jayna. “What is that supposed to mean? Do you really think there are going to be illegal enchantments in the city?”

      “How can you be so certain there aren’t? There are always people thinking to sell access to items they probably shouldn’t.”

      “The Society wouldn’t permit that.”

      “And what makes you think the Society can control it?” She looked from Char to Eva. “When my brother was pulling jobs in the city, he always had access to enchantments. He never had to ask a sorcerer, and knowing Jonathan, I doubt that he ever would. There may not be anything quite like the dular in Nelar, but there are definitely those who have power here and others who simply have access to it. So I need Eva to search for any enchantments that might be useful for us to escape. It doesn’t have to be anything beneficial right now, just something we might need going forward.” She looked over to Topher. “And you can go with her.”

      “I don’t need his help,” Eva said.

      “But Topher knows enchantments,” Jayna said.

      “I could reach out to the dular here,” he said.

      “There won’t be dular here,” Jayna said. “At least, not the way that there are in Nelar. You’ll find enchanters. Like I said, they won’t be found the way they were in Nelar. Anything will be hidden. You can find access to the underground, make your own connections, and find answers.” She swept her gaze around the others, with Eva simmering with a faint smoke, Topher looking at her with excitement burning in his eyes, and Char, who simply seemed annoyed. “Are we ready?”

      “What about these?” Topher asked, motioning to the carts.

      “I suppose it won’t hurt if we keep them with us in case we need them to escape.”

      He grinned as if that were the answer he’d hoped she would say.

      He touched each of the enchantments. Jayna couldn’t tell how he triggered it, though she could feel the power coming off of it as the cart began to shrivel and shrink before disappearing together. Topher grabbed each of them and stuffed them into his pouch.

      When he was done, he looked up and grinned. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Jayna looked into the city. It had been a long time since she’d been here. This was where she had grown up, though she had been on the fringes of the city, close to magic and understanding the power that existed within it, but also never really close to it. For a long time, Jayna had wondered if she would ever be able to enter the Academy and learn. It was expensive, and she had never known if she would have been able to afford it until she’d found her benefactor.

      She found Char staring, standing next to her, looking down to the city.

      “How long ago was it that you are here?” she asked.

      “It’s been a while,” he said.

      “Master Agnew didn’t bring you here?”

      “When I left the Academy, I joined Master Agnew in Nelar. He never had me travel.” He frowned, staring off into the city, his mouth pressed in a tight line. Finally, he took a deep breath, letting out slowly. “There are times I begin to wonder if you are taking me places even more dangerous than Master Agnew ever would have.”

      “I don’t intend to lead you anywhere. I want the truth of the Society.”

      “That might be part of it, but you’re trying to prove something.”

      She wanted to argue with Char, but there was no point in it. He wasn’t completely wrong. It wasn’t exactly about her trying to prove something to the Society, but it was more about her trying to root out the darkness, take away dark sorcery, and then…

      And then what?

      She had gone to serve Ceran, but she had done so because she thought that was necessary. She had done so because she thought it would be a way to learn magic she couldn’t learn within the Academy.

      And she had.

      But there were other reasons for her desire to do it. Not only was there the freedom to chase her brother, looking for rumors about what happened to Jonathan, but it had offered her the ability to try to find what happened to her parents, something Jayna wanted more than anything else. She had long wanted to know whether her parents had been targeted or if the attack had been chance. Ceran hadn’t known—or he hadn’t shared with her.

      She found Char watching her, and she tore her gaze away from the city and took a deep breath. “I think I’m ready.”

      “I doubt it’s going to be easy, even with you having studied. But I’m happy you’ve made progress.”

      Eva watched the two of them, a hint of smoke swirling around them, working from her feet up into her chest and arms. Jayna wondered if she would keep doing that within the city.

      She had to worry about what would happen if Eva were detected. She didn’t know how many people in the city knew anything about the Ashara, doubting that it could be that many, but if anyone knew, it would be somebody like the Fates. Or perhaps Sul’toral that might be hidden within the Society. That posed a danger to Eva as much as it did to Jayna.

      She twisted her ring again.

      “It’s not going to get us there any faster if we stand here,” she muttered.

      “No,” Char said.

      And they headed toward the city.

      By the time they reached the road leading the city, Jayna had steeled herself for what she had to do. She had pulled on the maroon robes taken from the outpost and had started to prepare herself for whatever type of questions that she might be asked to prove herself to others of the Society.

      None of the other travelers around them even bothered to look in their direction. Most kept moving at their own pace, unmindful of the possibility of sorcerers traveling near them, though that wasn’t terribly surprising given the proximity to the Society house.

      Eva and Topher stayed behind them, pushing through the crowd.

      “I’m not accustomed to this,” Jayna said, looking over to Char. “I would have expected that people would have tried to move away from sorcerers,” she said.

      “They aren’t concerned about the sorcerers,” he said. “You do realize we’re in a stronghold of the Society.”

      “The Society rules in many other places,” she said, looking at the people all around them. A line of others moved toward the city.

      The silks of the Deoran people, the heavy wool of the Belith, and the plain fabrics of the Ostenal people. She saw tattoos, jewelry, other markings that she suspected called out which people they were from, though Jayna didn’t know them well enough to identify them.

      Jayna stayed close to Char, looking back at Eva every so often, noting the smoke swirling around her. It seemed to be more smoke than she had used when they had been together the last time, though Jayna didn’t know if it was because of some unease Eva had or if it was simply that she had gained more potency in the time that she’d been away.

      “The Society doesn’t rule,” Char said.

      Jayna glanced over to him. They’d had this argument since Jayna returned to Nelar. The Society claimed they offered an advisory role but didn’t rule. It had been Jayna’s experience that there were many places the Society attempted much more than just advice.

      “I think it’s time for us to make our way to the Society house,” she said.

      Eva and Topher stayed close together, following them into the city.

      “Then we will go and see what we must do,” Eva said.

      Jayna nodded. “Be careful.”

      Eva arched a brow at her, and a hint more smoke swirled from her. “I think I can manage.”

      “If you need us,” she went on, pulling out the enchantment that Topher had given her; she squeezed it for a moment and then put it back in her pocket. “Just send word.”

      “You think that will work when you’re going to the Society house?” Topher asked.

      Jayna had considered that possibility before, though she knew that magic in the Society house might be limited. It was possible that there would be enchantments, or perhaps spells, placed around the Society house that would limit her ability to call to him, but she didn’t think it would stop her. “I doubt that they will deactivate it simply by walking into the Society house, but I’m prepared for the possibility that it might not work as effectively as it normally would. So if you need us, keep trying.”

      “Just be smart,” Eva said, locking eyes with Jayna.

      “I’m always smart.”

      Eva arched a brow. “Always?”

      “I always try to be smart?” She grinned. “Anyway, I’ll try to avoid the Fate.”

      “I’m not as concerned about that one.”

      Eva might be right. It was the kind of magic that she might be able to deal with, drawing upon her Toral connection, but why risk herself?

      She found Char watching, but he said nothing.

      Eva and Topher slipped off, disappearing quickly into the crowd.

      Jayna was aware of the trail of smoke behind them, little more than that, but even with that much, she felt that Eva was safe. At least, she had to hope that she was. She had hoped that there wouldn’t be anybody here able to track Ashara, and worse, know what it meant for there to be Ashara within the city.

      Char tapped her on the hand. “Are you ready?”

      She smiled at him. “I’m not going to implicate you in any way that is going to be dangerous. My intention is to simply walk in and pass whatever testing I need.”

      “You aren’t a member of the Society,” Char said. “So whatever you intend is a break-in.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but she wasn’t wrong, either. She had to do this. There was rot in the Society. She put off digging into it for too long, and after having experienced the attack outside of the city, she was increasingly certain that the only way for her to root it out was by getting into the Society itself to dig.

      They started down the street, and in the distance, she heard a chanting. She frowned for a moment before making her way toward it. Char grabbed onto her sleeve, trying to pull her away, but she ignored it.

      “That’s not the way to the Society house,” he said.

      “I think I know the way to the Society house.” It wasn’t all that far from the Academy where they had trained, though they were separate buildings within the city. “But there’s something up here.”

      “This isn’t the reason that we are here,” Char said.

      She looked over to him. “I’m looking for some evidence of Sul’toral magic, and having seen what I had within Nelar, I have every reason to be suspicious of anything that seemed out of the ordinary.” She motioned in the distance. “Something’s going on. I don’t know if it is a natural protest, as I suppose that is possible,” she began, though her experience in the city when she was younger suggested that would be quite uncommon, “or maybe there’s something not quite natural.” She made a point of not saying dark magic, but she didn’t need to. Char understood.

      She pulled him along the street with her as they made their way toward the protesters. People were shouting, directing their anger a storefront that it took a moment to realize was a sorcerer’s shop. Power pulsated from the shop, pushing the crowd back, and creating a rim of protection, but eventually, that would fade.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “Bastard thought to try to steal from us?” It was an older man, and he had stained yellowed teeth, and he didn’t look in her direction.

      At that moment, she realized that her and Char’s robes stood out.

      The man turned to her, and his eyes widened.

      “Sorcerers!”

      Jayna backed up, but Char stepped forward. He held his hand up, and she noticed him creating a quick pattern, and a barrier began to form around him, but then he pushed something else out. It was a wave of calming magic. He had constructed it quickly, and as it swept over the crowd, she recognized what would happen as she had seen it in Nelar as well.

      The shouting eased for a moment. It didn’t last very long before the crowd started to shout again. Jayna grabbed Char’s hand and dragged him back.

      “That should have lasted longer,” he muttered.

      “It suggests that maybe there is something going on in the city,” she said, glancing to him. “Or do you think maybe I was making a mistake?”

      “I’m not saying….” He shook his head. “I guess I don’t know what I’m saying. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      They continued through the streets and came across another protest up ahead. Jayna slowed to give enough space to keep from getting caught up in it. She didn’t need Char to tell her that this was unusual. She had spent enough time in the city that she knew that. The people of this city didn’t fear magic the way that other places often did. They welcomed the Society and the stability they believed it offered. Whatever was happening here felt strange. Why here, and why now?

      Char kept his attention on the protesters, but he hadn’t used any of his calming patterns quite yet.

      “You should at least see if it works.”

      “I suppose you’re right. We won’t know until I try, will we?”

      He traced a quick pattern, it was subtle this time, much more carefully drawn, and when he called upon that power, she could feel it washing outward. She had seen something like that pattern in the spell books that they had brought with them to the city, but not so much that she thought that she could re-create it.

      Not yet, at least. The markings that char used were a complicated image that suggested the kind of writing that she did not quite yet understand. She understood aspects of it, layers of it, as if she knew the letters of the words, but not all the words themselves, and couldn’t even begin to understand the language written. When the spell was complete, it washed over the crowd, calming them.

      This time, there was a little bit more of a calming effect than before, and it seemed to linger last much longer than before. Jayna started to question whether or not it was going to fade at all. Maybe this one wasn’t disrupted, but then it did, and the crowd turned while again, turning their attention upon her and Char.

      She grabbed his sleeve, forcing him to hurry with her. They raced back to the street, away from the crowd. The crowd had swollen. As they looked around, Jayna couldn’t help but feel as if the crowd was getting larger. It was only a matter of time before something caused these sparks to ignite.

      “This has to be the Sul’toral. We need to get to the Society house and figure out what is going on here.”

      They approached, but even as they did, Jayna realized they would have a hard time getting to it. A crowd surrounded the Society house. The crowd was significant, perhaps two hundred people, none of them wearing the robes of the Society, though some of them carried weapons. For the most part, that was knives, canes, and a couple carried staffs, though as Jayna wandered along the street, realizing that her robes made her stand out more than they blended in, she noticed several enchantments. How long did they have before this all exploded?

      She looked over Char, and he was frowning. “Well?”

      “I’ve not seen anything like this before,” he said.

      “Well, we either find a way through here, or we find some other way. We have to get in one way or another, don’t we?”

      “Only because of what you intend.”

      She snorted. “You can see what’s going on, Char. This isn’t just about me. This is the Society, as I have been afraid of, I don’t need to remind you. We need to figure out what’s going on and see if we can do anything to disperse it.”

      As she said it, the crowd turned toward her.

      They were going to have to take faster action than she realized.
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      Jayna backed away, pulling Char with her. She was already calling upon a pattern, drawing out a protective spell that she might be able to use around her, but feared that it wasn’t going to be enough. Jayna had to draw upon her full assortment of powers.

      Char tried a calming spell. As he did, Jayna knew it wouldn’t be effective. She had seen it fail before, and she was also aware that some power caused magic to sputter here.

      “Be ready,” she said, looking over to Char.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to do what we need to do for us to get to safety, so be ready,” she said.

      “Jayna, you are right here near the outpost, so you have to be careful. Be smart.”

      She looked over to the Society house. The building was situated near the center of the city, near enough to the king’s palace that it practically loomed in the distance. Made entirely of a gleaming white stone, the peaks were covered with a bright blue slate, giving a distinct appearance to the Society house. It was the stronghold of the Society in this part of the world. It was a place where those who wanted to know the power of the Society would come seeking their approval. It was a place that Jayna had once thought to serve.

      The building itself was old, older than even the Society. Sections had writings written on it in a different language that had undoubtedly given it some power, though the Society had added to it over the years, fortifying it even more. It was all meant to create a place of overwhelming protection. And it was the kind of place that she wasn’t sure that she could break into.

      The crowd started pushing toward her.

      Jayna began to form the magic ball spell. It might not even be enough. She could feel pressure upon it squeezing. She didn’t know if there was Sul’toral magic here resisting her, but that was her concern.

      She looked over Char, and he continued to create patterns to defend himself, but it wasn’t going to be effective. Whatever was here was concentrated.

      “We have to keep moving. I don’t think that we can stay here by the Society house. I don’t know where we should go, though.”

      They had to get away from the crowd, strip off their robes, and hide. They couldn’t appear as sorcerers, not how she had planned to come to the Society.

      First, she had to find who instigated this. Then she could break into the Society.

      And it gave her an idea.

      “Why don’t you move around here carefully,” she said, stripping off her cloak and holding out the magic ball spell. She powered it with Toral magic, pouring that energy through her. “Place whatever calming spell you need and get free of here. Find someplace safe in the city. Do you know any place safe?”

      There were places that Jonathan had taught her to go when she was in danger, but they were useful for his thieving crew and would be less appropriate for sorcerers. Still, Jayna wondered if some of the old haunts that she’d explored when she was younger were still there. Maybe some of Jonathan’s old friends were still around.

      What of Matthew?

      She didn’t know where he’d gone after he’d helped in the city before, though she had taken some of his memories from him, keeping him from remembering how he had helped her, but only because he had learned truths about her that she had not wanted him to know. If he were here, she might be able to go to him for some assistance.

      “Well, the entire city should be safe,” he said.

      “It’s not,” she said. “Find a place safe. The linking spell should guide me to you, and I can find you again.”

      “Jayna—”

      “No. We can’t discuss this. I’m not going to break into the Society house, but I need to be free to search the city. There’s something strange going on here.”

      “I can be a part of it.”

      “You’re right. And you’re going to have to be. But first, I need to understand this.” She looked over to Char. “Go.”

      “Jayna, what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to give you an opportunity to get out of here, so keep moving.”

      She waited for him to get moving.  When he did, she braced herself.

      Jayna pushed out with the magic ball spell. She didn’t draw all of her power through her, though she did touch upon the Toral magic. Cold burned through her arms and chest, and as usual, the darkness that fluttered at the edge of her vision bothered her.

      Now that she knew of the dangers in the city and the Sul’toral that she feared, Jayna worried that they might be able to detect her use of that power—and the proximity to the darkness. She couldn’t hold this for too long. She didn’t dare.

      She pushed and used a massive surge of power, a wave of energy that she sent rolling through the crowd. She used a burst of power and had made a mistake in how much she had drawn upon. It slammed into the crowd, throwing people down. Many of them staggered, falling, several struck buildings nearby, before collapsing.

      It was too much.

      Jayna used that opportunity to duck down, and she slipped around the crowd.

      She released her hold on magic.

      Now that she didn’t have the maroon robes of the Society, she could hide more easily, and she thought that she may be able to navigate through here much more quickly than she had before. The crowd started to move again, the people that had been knocked over getting to their feet. Jayna rubbed at her head, mimicking some of the others who had been injured, keeping her head down otherwise.

      “What was that?” Jayna called out.

      The crowd started shouting, demanding the Society relent and let them inside.

      Jayna didn’t even know if all of this was dark magic influence. She thought it was but wasn’t entirely sure. She could feel energy pressing around her and knew that she had to be careful.

      She twisted her Toral ring to search for a connection. She had to find whatever boxes that might be there. Increasingly, she believed that there would be some, even if she didn’t know who was responsible for them.

      Maybe there would be another way that she could navigate and find this. She thought about how she could slip through the crowd, thought about how the crowd was reacting, and started to wonder if perhaps she could follow the anger within the crowd to see if there might be something fueling it.

      Maybe it wasn’t dark magic that was influencing this. If it was, she would’ve expected that her ring would be active. She found herself working her way around the Society house, slipping along the wall that surrounded it and staying just out of view.

      She didn’t have to be careful for only the protesters. She worried about the Society learning that she was here. She moved slowly, staying with the crowd, elbowing her way past one man, sliding underneath the raised arms of another, ignoring shouts calling for the Society.

      She swept her focus around, searching for any dark magic, but didn’t find anything. There had to be some evidence of it here, but she could not find it. She backed toward the edge of the crowd. Maybe not dark magic.

      That didn’t mean it wasn’t the decay magic she had seen. How long before that would erode the protections around the Society house? What would happen then?

      Did she even care?

      A hand grabbed her shoulder, Jayna spun, raising her hand, and immediately began to draw power through the Toral ring.

      Smoke swirled around her, concealing her.

      Eva.

      Jayna breathed in and released the Toral power.

      “I thought you were going to go looking for enchantments,” she said.

      “We were. We did,” Eva said. She looked around, focusing on the crowd. “And then we heard this. I managed to find several different interesting enchantments,” she said, tapping her pouch. “But I didn’t have enough money to purchase more. I figured that either we can go back with more coin, or I can go back and see what else I might be able to borrow.”

      Jayna wasn’t opposed to stealing black-market enchantments, but that would pit them against the enchanters of the city. They didn’t need more enemies.

      “What about Topher?”

      “He’s checking out the dular scene within the city.”

      “I didn’t realize there was a dular scene in the city.”

      “Topher seems to believe there is, and he just has to find them.”

      Not dular, but enchanters. And they wouldn’t be operating openly.

      “We won’t even be able to get into the Society house. This is similar to what we found in Nelar, though. I am surprised that it would be so rampant in Ishan with the Society as prevalent as it is. Even if the Society didn’t care”—and Jayna doubted that was the case— “the king should have prevented it from getting to this point.”

      “What if the king doesn’t care?”

      Jayna spun slowly, looking through the smoke surrounding them. She hadn’t been entirely certain why Eva would have concealed them within the smoke. Jayna wasn’t concerned out here, but perhaps Eva was worried. She turned in place, looking at the palace in the distance, gleaming white structure surrounded by a massive wall, with grounds that were supposedly impenetrable. That didn’t fit with what Char had told her about the king and tasking his advisor with searching for dark sorcerers. Maybe the Sniffers have sniffed something out. Maybe the king’s advisor had even learned the truth.

      She remembered Jonathan’s view of the palace and how it posed the perfect score. He had always believed that breaking into the palace would have made him the greatest thief in the city. Knowing Jonathan, she couldn’t help but wonder if that was what he’d done before he had disappeared. If so, he might be truly gone.

      She pushed those thoughts aside.

      “If we assume that the king’s advisor is working with the Sniffers as Char said, they might have already discovered some dark magic. What if we try to find them so that we can understand what’s going on?”

      She didn’t like the idea of going and tracking down one of the Sniffers, but it could lead her back to the king’s advisor.

      “Is that a kind of magic that you can withstand?”

      Jayna took a deep breath. “I guess we will see.”

      Jayna looked around before turning her attention back to Eva. “We have to figure out who was here and trying to push power on us.”

      “What if there isn’t anything like that?” Eva asked. “People can be angry, you know. It doesn’t have to be dark magic.”

      It didn’t, and she knew that, but she suspected that this was more than a benign surge on the city.

      “I wish Ceran would reach for me. I’m worried about him.”

      Eva started to laugh, and there was some of the darkness in her gaze that had been there when she lost most of her memories. Maybe it was always going to be there. “Now you worry about him? This is the same man who has used you from the very beginning and who has pushed you into a position where you have to take larger and larger risks, leaving you basically unprepared for the depths of the danger you have to face.”

      “I know, but I think he needs me.” It was more than that, though. If only Ceran needed her, she might have abandoned him. It was that she thought he was fighting on the right side. That mattered to her.

      “If he has much power as it seemed, then why would he need you?”

      Jayna still had to work through that. “It’s something that he showed me before he disappeared last time.”

      “And it doesn’t bother you that he keeps disappearing like that?”

      “It did. Well, I suppose it does,” Jayna said. “He should be trying to keep working with me, but with the Sul’toral escaping, there may not be anything that I can do other than deal with it.”

      “There are many things that you can do,” Eva said, and she breathed out. Smoke drifted out of her mouth when she did, but there was an edge of tension in the corners of her eyes, and that hadn’t been there before. “What now?”

      “I have to wait until later to try to break into the Society house,” she said. “The Fate would have brought the prisoners here.”

      Could that be the reason for the protest?

      Maybe the dark sorcerers were not as well contained as the Fate had believed.

      “Do you think you can question any of these people? I know you have a way of asking questions others can’t. Can you use your Ashara magic to compel them?”

      Eva arched a brow at her, though smoke swirled from her hands. “I’m not so sure that’s going to work the way you think it will.”

      “We need answers. I don’t know that we can get them without trying something unusual. I don’t know if the Sul’toral are targeting the people, the Society, or what.”

      Eva watched her. “I will help.”

      Jayna couldn’t tell if she was disappointed or if she was truly willing to help.

      Either way, she slipped off from the crowd, leaving Jayna standing in a swirl of smoke.

      When she returned, she dragged an older man with her. He had graying hair and was dressed in a pale blue jacket and pants, though it didn’t look ragged at all. This was a man with money. He followed Eva, a hint of a smile on his face.

      “Tell her,” Eva said.

      The man blinked for a moment, and he turned to Jayna. “What am I supposed to tell her, my lady?”

      “Tell her what you told me.”

      The man turned to Eva, who started to swell with even more smoke. Jayna didn’t know enough about how Eva’s magic worked with other people, though she had seen it influencing and inspiring them to share more than they would otherwise do.

      “It’s the Society,” the man said. His voice sounded distant as if he wasn’t even the one speaking. “They are corrupt. It’s time that we are free of the threat of the Society hanging over us.”

      “You want to remove magic?”

      “Not all magic. Only the Society.”

      “So you still want sorcery and enchantments, you just don’t want it controlled by the Society?” Jayna asked, confused by what was going on here. What was the point of a protest like that?

      The man bobbed his head, his eyes fluttering for a moment. It seemed almost as if there was a hint of smoke swirling in the back of his eyes. That had to be Eva’s influence, which Jayna still did not completely understand. She had seen it often enough, though, that she understood Eva had that power.

      And it might be why her people and the El’aras had been enemies.

      She tried not to think about that. Eva was another enemy, even if she happened to have the ability to control a man like this. It was a useful skill. Much like her Toral ring was a useful skill.

      “I’m not going to be able to hold this much longer,” Eva said, though she didn’t look over at Jayna.

      “Let him go. I don’t know that we have too many answers here. Yet.”

      Jayna detected it the moment that she released him. Power faded away. He blinked and stared at them for a moment before staggering away from them into the crowd.

      “How does that magic even work?” Jayna asked Eva.

      “I don’t think now is the right time for this. We have plenty of other issues we should be dealing with, and not you questioning me about my abilities.”

      “I just wanted to get you talking. Well, and it is nice to have you back.”

      “And I always had the feeling you weren’t always thrilled with my presence.”

      “That’s not true, and you know it.”

      She looked at the crowd, and though she could not detect any dark magic, there was some power here. There had to be. Maybe it was a different kind of Sul’toral and a different kind of magic.

      Ceran had warned her. Maybe not about this, in particular, but he had warned her.

      “We need to find more of those boxes,” she said.

      “What makes you think that there will be any?” Eva asked.

      Jayna nodded toward the crowd. “Because of what the man said. They’re tired of magic, aren’t they?” She could come up with twenty reasons for people to be tired of magic, but it was the possibility that someone might have used this protest to place something around the Society house to remove the influence of magic.

      Just like it had been at the outpost in Nelar.

      As she stared, she had no idea if it was too late to stop what had already been set into motion.
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      Jayna followed the sorcerer leaving the Society house. They had snuck out of a side door, one that Jayna hadn’t really been paying attention to and might not even have noticed had it not been for the sudden surge of tension in her Toral ring. That tension twisted, giving her a bit of an alert so that she flicked her gaze around until she saw the person departing.

      She didn’t know their name, but she recognized them from Nelar.

      She had captured this sorcerer once before.

      What was going on here?

      Not only was the sorcerer free, but now leaving the Society house?

      So much for captivity.

      And here Jayna thought that she had gotten here in time to prevent whatever was happening. She hadn’t detected any other dark magic other than the protests and her growing suspicion that there was something within those protests that was tied to a kind of dark magic.

      She pulled out Topher’s enchantment. She brought it up, pressing through it briefly to activate it, and leaned close. “Topher. I need to know if you have found anything.”

      There was a moment of quiet before Topher’s voice finally came through the enchantment. “Nothing here, Jayna. I’m still trying to work on my contacts. Eva is out here with me.”

      “Good,” she said, breathing out. She turned a corner. The sorcerer was moving up ahead of her. They were not dressed in the dark robes of the Society, which suggested that they were trying to conceal their presence. That was surprising enough for anyone in the Society, as they load to flaunt that they were part of the Society. “I’m following one of the dark sorcerers, and I have no idea where they are going, so let even know to keep tabs on me.”

      “Does she know how?”

      “I’m sure she has a way.”

      There was a moment of silence again. Jayna had turned another corner. The shops in this section of the street were squished together, and she noted one was a sorcerer shop, likely a high-end sorcerer selling her enchantments that would be permitted by the Society. It was closed, and given the protests in the streets, she would be Tara surprised to know that it was not only close but barred up and locked with some sort of enchantment to keep anybody from breaking inside.

      “She said that she will keep track of you.”

      The enchantment fell silent. Jayna slipped it into her pocket, and she focused on the linking spell in the back of her mind. There was a hint of that connection, barely more than a flutter, but the sense of Char was there. She focused on him, drawing her awareness to her, and tried to call to him, but even as she did, it didn’t work.

      He had to be alerted that the Society house had dark sorcerers running free within it. Hopefully he would avoid going there. Then again, Char had gone off looking for something else. She couldn’t tell where he was. The linking spell was masked again, though she didn’t know if it was something that Char had intentionally done or whether he had gone someplace that muted his connection to her. Either was possible, especially in a city like this where the kind of power that existed here wasn’t enough to mask anything that she might normally be able to detect of Char.

      She turned another corner.

      It was getting harder and harder for her to follow the dark sorcerer.

      Where were they going?

      And as she followed, she realized where they were going.

      Toward the palace.

      The king’s palace loomed over everything in the city. It set up on a small rise, and it sprawled outward, a central tower with several wings that branched off of it. It was difficult to see all the details of it from behind the wall that surrounded it, but Jayna had been a child in the city, and she had wandered those walls, always looking up at the palace, wondering what it might be like to live there, to have an opportunity to know what life was like inside of the palace.

      The dark sorcerer stopped in front of the wall.

      She was tempted to capture him, but a single dark sorcerer alone was not much of a challenge to her. She could track them.

      And there might be something that she could do, even from a distance.

      She twisted her Toral ring, glancing down at it. The bloodstone glowed slightly red, and as soon as she tapped into her Toral power, she could feel the surge of energy. Cold worked up her hand, and Jayna ignored it. She focused on the elements of the linking spell and formed it in her mind before pushing it across the street, sending it sweeping along the cobblestones until it latched onto the dark sorcerer’s boots, and then began to swirl up his legs before twining around him. It was Toral magic, not sorcery, though she had used it in a way that was similar to sorcery. As that latched onto him, she released it. Then the linking spell took hold.

      She could feel the awareness of him in her mind.

      Jayna had used a spell like this before and knew the makings of it better than almost any other spell that she had. The linking spell that she and Char had formed when they had first gone to the Academy still remained strong, even if she didn’t always want that to be the case. And even if Char didn’t always want that to be the case. She had an innate understanding of it, partly because of how easily the linking spell was to place but partly because she had simply had more experience using them.

      She didn’t have to follow him quite so closely now.

      She could track, and she didn’t have to worry about where he was going, or what he was doing so that she could keep an eye on him and know what he might be getting up to.

      When he headed off, Jayna waited until he rounded the corner, and then she crossed the street to see what he had done.

      There was a marking on the stone wall surrounding the palace.

      She recognized it. It was dark sorcery.

      Jayna looked over, wondering if there was something else to it that she might need to pay more attention to hear, but dark sorcery on the palace wall suggested that the target was the king.

      Was that the purpose behind all of this?

      The Society pretended that they didn’t want to rule, though Jayna knew better. She had seen too often in the time that she had left the Academy, having seen how the Society used their influence to essentially rule.

      Maybe they had decided to target the king.

      But a dark sorcerer?

      That didn’t fit with what she would’ve expected. The Society wouldn’t use dark sorcerers for that.

      Unless she had it wrong.

      Dark sorcery might be embedded within the Society. And given what had happened in Nelar, and how Dorian had revealed the truth of the Sul’toral influence within the Society, maybe others had decided that it was time for them to reveal their presence.

      She focused on the linking spell to Char. She tried to push a bit of her Toral connection into it, wanting to see if there might be any way for her to open that connection so that Char would be aware of what she felt and what she saw so that he might recognize what was here. She didn’t know if it would work, but she tried, pushing some of that power into it and sending more and more out from her for her to open that full linking spell.

      There was no response.

      “Come on, Char,” Jayna muttered.

      She tugged on the linking spell.

      It was like a strand that connected them, and normally it was a distinct strand, though ever since Char had learned how to mask it, it was fuzzy, as if there was a haze that surrounded it, and Jayna could not hold as tightly to it as she was accustomed to. She needed to find a way to reach through that linking spell, somehow.

      “I know you’re still there,” she muttered. “I need you to see what I see. I need you to know.”

      There was no response.

      She didn’t know what Char had gotten up to, only that he had run off looking for others of the Society during the attack so that he could stay safe.

      But ever since he had gone away, he had been quiet. She didn’t like that.

      “If you’re still there, give me some warning,” she said.

      There was nothing.

      Fine. Jayna would have to do this on her own.

      She was accustomed to doing things on her own and was not opposed to it.

      She looked at the pattern. Having traveled with Char, having learned as much as she had about the different elements involved in making more complicated spells, she recognized some of the symbols. And here she had thought that she’d been studying the spell books that Char had been giving her when she had been in Nelar and had been learning aspects of spellcraft that she had not known before, but she had been barely scratching at the surface of as possible. Jayna was little more than a novice when it came to true sorcery. The only advantage she had was that she had truly mastered certain spells, though they were typically offensive type spells. Not only that, but she could use the Toral ring to augment her spellcraft, and make it even stronger, which gave her the advantage against those who were Toral level.

      Sul’toral was another matter altogether.

      If she faced a Sul’toral like she had outside of Nelar, she wasn’t sure if she would be able to survive it. She’d barely survived that time. She got lucky. Eva had been there. Had she not been…

      Jayna didn’t want to think about what would have happened had even not been there. Her magic would’ve been burned off of her, degraded through the strange decay type of magic that she had.

      But whatever spell was marked on the wall couldn’t hold if some aspect of it were disrupted. That was what she had to do. Jayna thought that she could find a way to disrupt it, but it would involve mixing some elements that she wasn’t sure that she had complete control over.

      If she could find a way to unsettle it, she thought that she might be able to use that, and if she did, she should be able to turn it into something else.

      Maybe she could stop it altogether.

      She had a disruptive spell that she thought might work, but in this case, she wondered if that was going to be as effective as what she wanted.

      What she needed instead of a disruptive spell might be a more offensive type of spell similar to what she used when she was facing some of the dark sorcerers and Toral, but one that she could use here along the wall to try to cause even greater disruption.

      She smiled at the thought. If it worked, it might be strong enough that it would blast through the dark sorcery, but it might also blast a hole in the wall.

      Jayna didn’t want to do that, as that was not at all how she wanted to gain the attention of the king. Not that she wanted the attention of the king, but she did want to prevent the dark sorcerers from succeeding.

      She decided upon the starburst pattern. It was a simple one, and she could control the strength of it. As she traced it out, she pressed it into the spell etched into the stone.

      She drew upon the Toral connection, not upon sorcery, and let that explode the starburst pattern. There was a crackling of pale white tinged with darkness.

      And then she felt a burst.

      She had to react, and she hurriedly placed the magic ball spell around her, sealing herself inside, protected from the sudden onslaught of whatever dark magic she had unleashed. It washed over her, forcing her to push more Toral magic out. She realized what she felt. It was dark magic and some sort of a connection spell, she suspected. It started to connect to her as she tried to burn through it. With a surge of her Toral power, she overwhelmed it. Had she not, it would have signaled to other dark sorcerers, she was certain of it.

      She breathed out a sigh of relief.

      That was powerful. Almost too powerful.

      She might’ve made a mistake in doing that here, though. She had at least dark magic, and in doing so, there’s a very real possibility that it would alert the dark sorcerers that she was here.

      She could use that, though. She backed away.

      As she did, she watched. She used a spell to keep herself hidden, concealed enshrouded, and as she did, she noticed a surge of energy along the ring. It faded suddenly, abruptly.

      Had somebody recognized her?

      Or perhaps they didn’t recognize her. Maybe the dark sorcerers were stopped.

      They were in Ishan, after all. This was a place of the Society. This was a place where dark magic should not exist. And given everything that she had been through, Jayna couldn’t help but feel as if there had to be some of the Society who wanted to overpower dark sorcery.

      There had to be.

      She stayed hidden in the shadows.

      A figure began to stride along the street.

      They were dressed in the maroon robes of the Society. Jayna moved back deeper into the shadows, saying there when she began to feel a distinct presence pushing upon her.

      Char.

      Where was he?

      She pulled as hard as she could on the linking spell.

      She felt him pause. It was a bit of uncertainty. Even hazy as the linking spell had been, he had to recognize that something was going on here and that he could not risk coming through.

      And until she knew.

      If this figure was another dark sorcerer, Jayna needed to be ready. Worse, if this was a Sul’toral—possibly even the same Sul’toral that she had confronted outside of Nelar—then she didn’t want Char to be a part of it. She didn’t think that he had the necessary skill or strength real to withstand anything like that.

      The figure stopped directly in from the wall where Jayna had just unleashed her own spell.

      Then she felt Char behind her.

      She didn’t turn. She didn’t dare move.

      She hoped that he was alone.

      “That’s Melinda,” Char whispered, leaning over her shoulder. “What would she be doing here?”

      The woman looked along the street, and Jayna got a good look at her. She was younger than she would’ve expected. She had auburn hair, a strong jaw, and determined look in her eyes. She felt no sense of dark magic around her. That was good.

      “Do you recognize her?”

      “She is a powerful sorcerer. Almost at the level of one of the Fates, but not quite. She doesn’t have to be, though. She serves as the king’s advisor. I told you that she leads the Sniffers.”

      Jayna looked out. Could she have been alerted by the presence of the dark sorcerers? “The king’s advisor is out here?”

      “Well, given what’s happening in the city, it’s not surprising that she would be out. I have heard reports that she has been working with the king, coordinating with the Society, to tamp down on the protests. I don’t know if it’s going to work or whether it might just upset more people in the city, but I can understand the idea behind it.”

      “Could she be a dark sorcerer?” If the person heading up the Sniffers was a dark sorcerer…

      Char rested his hand on her arm. “Not everybody is a dark sorcerer, Jayna. I know that you see one, that’s all you begin to see, but there are good people within the Society. Many good people within the Society. There are quite a few of us who just want to help others.”

      “Maybe,” she said.

      Melinda moved off, heading down the street.

      Maybe she would trail after the dark sorcerer, and perhaps she might even find any other evidence of what the dark sorcerer was doing. Jayna had stopped focusing on the linking spell and found that it was still there, though it was fainter than she had expected. The last time that she had used a linking spell like this, she had maintained that connection for longer than she had intended and had thought that something similar would take place this time, but as she focused on the linking spell, she began to realize why it was not holding as well as it should.

      The sorcerer must have been a more powerful dark sorcerer than she realized. Jayna had never tried a linking spell on a dark sorcerer, and it fit that it wouldn’t hold quite as well. They might even have some natural resistance to a linking spell.

      “The dark sorcerers that I captured, and I entrusted to you, are free. Well, at least one of them is.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Jayna described what she had seen, what she had followed, and what she had done. “He placed a pattern on that wall. Don’t go running over there,” she added when Char looked as if he wanted to sprint across the street. All that would do would be to raise someone else’s attention that Char was out there and might even alert them that he was aware of them. “I’m not sure what else they might be doing but given what we’ve seen in the city and the protests over the Society, I can’t help but feel as if it is connected.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t have the answer yet.”

      “So I suppose you intend to follow him?”

      “Until my linking spell fades. At that point, not sure that unavoidable keep up with them any longer.”

      “I don’t like this, Jayna.”

      “You don’t have to like it.”

      She focused on the linking spell of the dark sorcerer and found it still moving throughout the city. She intended to follow that. She wasn’t sure what she might find, but increasingly, she suspected it had something to do with the palace.

      Even if that meant they would try to break through the palace, Jayna was determined to stop it. She could follow the path that the dark sorcerer had taken.

      “Your plan has changed, then,” Char said.

      Jayna looked over at him. “It has to.”

      “What do you intend to do now?”

      “The dark sorcerers are free. I can’t just go waltzing into the Society house now. I think I’m going to have to find another way in.”

      “You could still go in,” he said. “I could help—”

      “I don’t want you going in there right now, Char. We don’t know what’s going on. You don’t know how safe it is. As far as we know, it’s not safe. If the dark sorcerers are freed, think about what would happen if you go and show yourself inside of the Society house.” She shook her head, looking over to the palace. “You know of any other place in the city?”

      “I know a few others in the city that I could go to,” Char said. “People I trust.”

      “Like you trusted Kolathin?”

      “I never trusted him. I’m a better judge of character than that.”

      Jayna wasn’t sure. Then again, he was friends with her, so she gave him some credit.

      “Fine. Find sorcerers that you can trust. We may need them.”

      “We?”

      “Something’s going on here, Char. I don’t understand the protests, much like I don’t understand what the dark sorcerers intend. But see if there are those that you can trust.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to chase a linking spell.”
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      The dark sorcerer had placed several other patterns around the palace. Jayna had tracked them, disrupting each of them, before moving on. She didn’t see any sign of the sorcerer, and it didn’t seem as if she were followed, either. She still hadn’t come up with any answers as to why they targeted the palace, but then the sorcerer had returned to the Society house.

      When he had returned, she had felt his presence there, even if she wasn’t sure what it was or why he had returned. So she had followed him back, waiting to see what else they might do.

      Night swirled around them as they lingered near the Society house. The stone gleamed against the darkness, practically glowing from moonlight but also from the sense of power Jayna had from inside. She didn’t see anything moving and wasn’t sure that any of the Society were active.

      As she watched from across the street, she twisted her Toral ring while trying to avoid drawing upon power so that she didn’t draw attention to herself.

      There had to be something here. Everything pointed to the Society house.

      The only problem was that she had not found any boxes that would explain what they had seen. Eva had left her, going back into the city, looking for more enchantments. Jayna didn't care how she had to acquire them. Until they had a better understanding of what happened here, Jayna felt as if she needed to observe the Society house, much like she had observed the outpost in Nelar.

      She could feel the linking spell in the back of her mind. Char was somewhere in the city, perhaps waiting on her or perhaps visiting with others of the Society. She wished that she could communicate easily through it, though she had not practiced with it.

      While waiting and watching, perhaps now was the time.

      She could draw a little Toral magic without drawing attention, she thought.

      She tugged ever so slightly on the linking spell.

      She watched the street as she did, ensuring there was no activity along the street or within the Society house. Even though it was close to midnight, there were still plenty of people out, though most avoided the Society house now. The protest had died down.

      There was a tug back on the linking spell. Char was responding.

      She focused, pushed her awareness through, and tried to communicate. “Can you hear me?”

      She forced some of the Toral connection along the linking spell, though she wondered if doing so in this city would reveal her presence before she was ready.

      “Jayna?”

      She suppressed a sigh of relief. Still, it was good to have char there, even if his voice was only connected to her through the linking spell.

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      His voice was distant, muted, but she tried to add more of her Toral magic, trying to solidify linking spell between them and felt it form.

      “I’m watching the Society house,” she said. “I’ve been trying to figure out a way to get inside.”

      “Don't go inside,” he said. “I found the Fate. She didn't bring them to the Society house.”

      Jayna almost lost her focus.

      “Where did she bring him?”

      “There’s a secondary place within the city. I had been making my way away from you when somebody found me. I had just started to cut my robe when I was found another sorcerer. Connor Olivan, if you remember him.”

      He’d been a student at the Academy when they had both come through there, though he had been advanced level compared to her. She didn't remember much about them otherwise, only that he had seemed kind, though they didn't always mean anything when it came to sorcerers, she had found.

      “Where did they bring you?”

      “There is a small annex to the palace.”

      An annex?

      “Have you been there before?”

      “I've barely been to the Society house, Jayna. Most of our time was spent in the Academy. It wasn’t until the graduation ceremony where I came to the Society house—”

      “So that’s what happens,” she said.

      “Jayna,” Char said again, and it sounded like he was trying to force more power into the linking spell as if he were wanting to bridge that distance between them, but it was difficult for him to do so. “I need to be careful. It seems like the city has been under attack for the better part of several weeks. The Society plans to clamp down on them soon.”

      Jayna regarded the Society house. She still didn’t really understand all that was going on here but felt as if she were close.

      “You should join me. We can work together to get you access to the Society.”

      Char wasn’t necessarily wrong. Maybe it was time for her to do that.

      She still didn't know what sort of defenses around the Society house. Char wouldn't know, especially if he hadn't spent much time there. She had thought that she could sneak into the Society house, pose as a member of the Society, and dig into the dark sorcerers, but perhaps she’d been too shortsighted. This wasn’t going to be nearly as straightforward as she had hoped.

      Then again, when it came to her plans, such as they were, they were never as straightforward as she intended.

      She stood watching for a moment when a tattooed figure approached the Society house. They were dressed in the black jacket and pants of one of the Sniffers.

      As she turned, she realized there was more than just one. Five of them approached at the same time.

      What was going on?

      The Sniffers were all heading into the Society house now?

      She had to get inside but doing so posed a danger. “I’m going to check on something, and then I will come to you.”

      “Check on something?”

      Char’s voice grew distant. Jayna had to draw upon some of her Toral power to strengthen the connection, but she didn’t know if there was some external force that limited her ability to do so.

      “Don’t do…”

      She couldn’t hear anything more. The linking spell grew more muted. She stared at the Society house. Whatever limited her connection to Char came from there, she suspected.

      A shape moved in the distance, and Jayna turned, noticing as Eva crept toward her. Smoke swirled around her, billowing out in a level of control that was far greater than Jayna remembered her possessing. She seemed filled with power.

      “I managed to secure a supply of enchantments. I also found something else.”

      “What more did you find?”

      Smoke swirled around Eva, and she looked as if she wanted to say something more to Jayna before shaking her head. “I think now is not the time. When this is done, the two of us can talk.”

      It must have something to do with what Eva had learned about herself.

      “If that’s what you think.” She turned her attention to the Society house. “I just saw five Sniffers heading into the Society house. At least, that was what it looked like. They are sorcerers, so they would belong in the Society house, but given what Char told me about how they’ve been hunting dark sorcerers….”

      “You think they have chosen this time to make a move?”

      “I don’t know. To be honest, all of this doesn’t feel quite right. Something isn’t fitting together. There is some sort of power here that I don’t understand, and it might be more than I can deal with.”

      “It’s a good thing you have me with you,” Eva said.

      “We have confidence now, don't we?”

      Smoke began to build around Eva. “I can get us inside if you provide a distraction.”

      “Why don’t we try it the other way. You make a distraction, and I’ll get us inside?”

      “I seem to remember when we were at the outpost how you had a hard time mitigating sorcery. Did your studies along the journey make you that much more competent?”

      “I think I could deactivate it if I found the spell.”

      “In my case, we don’t even have to do that.” She launched herself forward on a trail of smoke.

      Jayna grabbed one of her concussive enchantments from her pouch and traced a pattern onto it. If they needed a distraction, then she was going to provide one. It would be powerful enough that it should draw all the attention to it. She activated it and then rolled the enchantment away from her.

      The thunderous explosion ripped along the street.

      People scattered.

      Jayna darted forward, catching up to Eva, swirling smoke around the two of them. They reached the wall around the Society house, and Eva jumped, swirling up over the wall, and landed on the other side. The smoke was dense here, whatever she’d done creating a heavy layer.

      “I thought that it would be louder than that,” Jayna said.

      “If it didn’t work the way that you believe that it should, then perhaps this Sul’toral is here.”

      “It doesn’t seem to be impacting you.”

      “Because I'm not using sorcery,” Eva said.

      “But my Toral magic…” She twisted her ring. There was no sense of dark magic around her, though she worried that it might be here somewhere that she had not yet seen. As she focused, she could feel something.

      It reminded her of what she had detected when the Sniffer had attacked.

      “Can you feel anything?”

      Eva frowned, and her smoke swirled even more. “I feel a pressure. Is that what you are looking for?”

      “I don’t know.” Maybe that was all it was. If so, there was no reason for them to be extra cautious. She looked over to Eva and then nodded.

      Eva guided them forward.

      The smoke swirled around them, but she created an opening, something of a tunnel.

      “Are you trying to mitigate the magic that is around us?”

      “Surprisingly, there is very little around us,” Eva said.

      The smoke swirled, and it billowed in a way that Jayna had never seen her using before. It created an arch that they walked through.

      “Did you learn how to do this on your journey?”

      “I think I always knew how to do this.”

      They reached an opening, and the smoke began to fade, swirling away from them, and as it did, she could feel that energy starting to retreat. The pressure upon her was fading as well, and she tested by trying to trace a pattern.

      Eva grabbed her wrist, shaking her head. “Focus on Toral magic here, nothing else.”

      It was probably good advice to warn her away from using sorcery here and for Jayna to focus on her own Toral connection. She didn’t need sorcery. The Toral magic was significant enough.

      When they reached the door, Eva pressed even more smoke up against it.

      “I haven't seen you using quite as much power before,” Jayna said.

      “While you were watching this place, I went and found a source of heat to draw power from.”

      “Like you did in Nelar.”

      “I’m still not exactly sure how it works,” Eva said.

      The door came open. Once inside, it looked like an office building. There were rows of doors on one side of the hall, though a massive foyer stretched in front of them. They headed inside, the smoke Eva radiated, making it difficult for Jayna to look at much else.

      She stepped forward a few steps, and then she froze. When she did, she pushed the smoke away from her. It flowed steadily onward, swirling out into the building, drifting quickly. It was directed in a way that she had never seen before and with far more force and control. As it drifted away, Jayna stood motionless, just watching Eva. Her eyes twitched, and blood continued to drip from a bite on her lip, from injuries in her palms, but it never hit the ground. As soon as it dripped away from her, it started to steam, turning in the smoke, and Eva used that power to send it swirling out and away, drifting as quickly as she could into the building.

      “It feels like there’s a place beneath us. That’s where we need to go. I can feel the presence of something,” Eva said.

      Jayna nodded. “Maybe the two of us needed to do this anyway,” she said. “I don't know how to; we will figure this out on our own”

      Had she come on her own, she wouldn't have been sneaking in like this. She would've used help, come with Char, and she would've navigated through the building in a very different way than she had in this case.

      They moved forward, and Eva seemed to know exactly what they were doing, almost as if her smoke guided them along the way, as if she somehow could feel something because of that smoke.

      Jayna used her Toral connection, testing for anything that she might be able to uncover. “I don't detect anything else.”

      “Just the power that's trying to constrict us,” Eva said.

      They reached a stair, and they headed down.

      Jayna could feel magic and a pressure squeezing around them to constrict both of them. She let her Toral connection fill her. More of that darkness fluttered at the edge of her vision. The longer she held onto it, the more likely it was that she would eventually succumb to it. She had to fight it.

      Smoke drifted toward her and then passed through her. It eased some of that cold pressure that had been building.

      “I've seen that face before,” Eva said when Jayna looked in her direction. “It's always when you struggle.”

      Jayna looked up, nodding slowly. “I feel like I’m struggling even more than I normally do,” she said. “I've been trying to call upon the Toral magic more and more often than I normally do when forced to avoid using sorcery. It's almost as if it is guiding me toward it.”

      “Maybe it is,” Eva said.

      “I don't like drawing upon this much of the Toral power,” Jayna said. “Until I understand what it means, I don't exactly know if it is safe to do.”

      It was more than safety. She was more concerned about dark magic and whether she would succumb to it. Even knew that.

      “I think the key is a desire for that darkness. You don’t have that,” Eva said.

      “What happens if I decide that I do?” She looked around her. They were down a set of stairs into a deeper section of the Society house. With the smoke, Eva continued to swirl around her, making it difficult for Jayna to see much of anything around her. “Other Toral wouldn't have started out that way, would they? I have a hard time thinking that they chased the dark power, but something seduced them to it, drawing them deeper into the darkness so that they wanted some other power that they weren’t supposed to have.”

      “Is that what you did?”

      “I’m not chasing dark power, but I’m aware that it’s always there and calling to me. If I’m not careful, it might overwhelm me.” Jayna looked to Eva. “It’s hard to fight it.”

      “Then don’t fight it.”

      “You want me to succumb to the dark magic?”

      “Knowing you, you will make it succumb to you.”

      They stopped at the door. The door itself was set into a massive section of black stone, with writing and symbols on either side of the iron door, marked with the sense of power pushing against it. Jayna traced her hand up atop them, wondering if she might be able to understand the writing, but it was complicated magic that she had not yet mastered.

      Jayna immediately began to form the magic ball and reached for it even as she pushed on the door, testing it, and jerked on Eva's arm.

      She wasn't fast enough.

      The door came open.

      A flood of decay power came raging toward them.
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      Had Jayna not called upon her Toral magic, she might’ve been overwhelmed by the decay magic. She could feel it pressing on her. It was a considerable power. She braced herself, holding onto all of the Toral magic that she could so that she could block this power. Eva added an element of smoke magic to her, but even that might not be enough.

      She had to fully embrace the Toral magic.

      All of it.

      She let dark magic flow through her, struggling to withstand the full brunt of it.

      More of Eva’s smoke began to flow from her. There was a moment of relief as Eva’s magic layered over hers. The combined powers burn through the rest of the decay. As it did, Jayna looked over to Eva.

      “I suppose you recognize that?” Eva asked.

      “Unfortunately, I’ve seen something like that before.”

      They stood in the doorway. Jayna could feel that power, she could feel energy coming out from the door, but she was afraid of going any further. She had to be careful here. If there was more of that strange decay magic, she didn’t want to risk exposing herself to it too suddenly. She needed to be careful.

      “Is this the space you felt when you were using your smoke magic?” she asked Eva.

      Eva started to swirl that smoke around her even more, and it flowed out, drifting away from her, and she turned back to Jayna, nodding slowly. “This is close to it, but I’m not exactly sure if this is where I detected it.”

      Jayna had to do her part, as well. She couldn’t allow Eva to be the only one battling with this Sul’toral decay magic. She had to open herself to her own Toral power, let that burning cold work through her.

      And she had to ignore the darkness at the fringes of her magic.

      She stepped into the doorway and smelled something awful.

      It was a rotten, painfully foul odor.

      The Sniffer had come in here. He would have noticed this.

      Where is he?

      She looked over to Eva. “I need you to release your smoke.” Jayna looked around the inside of the room, and then she shook her head. “I'm not sure, but I think we need to know what's here. Once we figure it out, then we need to be ready for….”

      The problem was that Jayna had no idea what they needed to be ready for.

      Eva called smoke back to her. “Make this quick,” Eva said.

      Jayna headed into the room and found a massive circular chamber. Pillars stretched from floor to a ceiling nearly twenty feet overhead, creating a circular barrier. Inside of that were…

      Bodies.

      She approached carefully, reaching the first of the pillars. It was made of stone, flecked with silver, and she could feel some energy radiating out of it. She pushed on her Toral connection, letting that power flow into the pillar. It bounced back.

      “It can deflect Toral magic,” Jayna said.

      “It can deflect mine as well,” Eva said, and she stretched her hand out, power flowing from her, that energy radiating away from her, pushing into the strange pillar. “It should not.”

      Whatever power was here was considerable. Jayna didn’t want to get too close to the body out of concern that whatever magic had been used on it might somehow influence her.

      It wasn’t just one body. Bodies.

      There were two toward the center of the pillars and seven others arranged around them. Those seven had weapons, swords that had blackened as if they had eroded over time. Only she knew that time had not passed here.

      “What is this?”

      A pressure began to build on her. Jayna looked up toward the door, and she froze.

      Five people marched into the room. Dark sorcerers. Her ring hadn’t even revealed them to her. And one of them was Oliver, a sorcerer from Nelar that had helped her bring the dark sorcerers into the city. She hadn't even detected them, but now that she saw him, she started toward Oliver, the others and began to focus on her Toral magic.

      But it was dissolved.

      Oliver held up a box the same as she had found around Nelar and suspected had been placed in the city as well. He chuckled. “You made a mistake in coming back here. You should've stayed out of this. And if you understand this kind of power, maybe it would have been better for you to serve. Your master would have understood your desire to stay out of this. Now you will be one more dark sorcerer cleansed of this darkness.”

      “What do you think you're doing?”

      Oliver flicked his gaze past her toward the bodies, a hint of a smile coming to his face. “It’s too bad that you won’t have an opportunity to ask them.”

      The dark sorcerers that they had brought back.

      What was going on here?

      Which meant that Kolathin and the others were gone.

      Jayna did not sympathize with him, but she had no idea what was going on here yet. Oliver set the box on the ground. The other dark sorcerers spread out around the pillars, and each of them set a box down next to one of the pillars. Jayna tried to move toward them, but pressure squeezed her back.

      Oliver waved a finger at her. “You see, you don’t really understand what you think that you do. And now you will be a part of it.”

      Jayna ignored him. She focused on her Toral ring, trying to call that power, but it immediately degraded. She looked from pillar to pillar, understanding dawning on her.

      “You seem to recognize what this is,” Oliver said. “It is a place of darkness, and a place at the Society has long tried to hide. Very few knew it existed. Only those who did were of a high rank, but now they are gone.”

      He looked past her again.

      Could it be the Fates? No. That didn’t fit. These were the dark sorcerers that had come back from Nelar. Besides, the Fates were magically powerful, and they also had their own armed security they used to ensure non-magical attacks were deflected.

      “You want to destroy the Society?” Jayna asked.

      “They thought to defy their purpose,” Oliver said.

      “And that purpose is….”

      “The purpose is to serve,” he said.

      She thought about what the Sul’toral who had attacked her outside of Nelar had said. There had been some comment about power and about the others.

      She was missing something.

      Why couldn’t Ceran help her?

      “They believed they were above the purpose. They thought they could hide and that they could control. They did not. And they could not. Neither can you.”

      He backed toward the door.

      Jayna called upon the Toral magic, embracing every bit of it, trying to let that power fill her, but even as she did, the cold sweeping through her, burning through her being, she didn't know if it was enough. She tried to call that power out, tracing a pattern as she attacked the barrier surrounding them, but it failed.

      Oliver backed toward the door, closing it and locking her inside.

      As soon as the door closed, Jayna began to feel the pressure of the enchantments weighing upon her. It was a heavy building energy, unlike any power she had experienced. Whenever she strained against it, she felt her own magic starting to fail.

      She kept straining against it, trying to draw upon her Toral magic, but it fluttered and then failed again, and only for a moment. Then it fortified.

      Smoke swirled from Eva, drifting out, but reached some sort of a barricade, blocking it inside. “I take it you know him?” she asked.

      “He was one of the sorcerers at the outpost. He must be working with this Sul’toral. I didn’t think that he was going to be this powerful. He shouldn’t be.”

      “Much like you shouldn’t be?”

      “It sounds like they intend to take on the Fates, but I don’t know how that would even be possible. They are incredible sorcerers and powerful.”

      “What about Char? He was searching for allies, wasn’t he?”

      “Honestly, I just don’t know. Char would do whatever he thought was necessary to protect the Society, but if the Societies filled with Sul’toral, and serving Sarenoth while poisoning the Society…” She shook her head. She just didn’t know.

      Jayna focused on the linking spell. If nothing else, she needed to reach Char.

      As she attempted to do so, there was an emptiness there. It was almost as if he wasn’t with her. The protections around the house were too much.

      “What enchantments do you have on you?” she asked Eva.

      The pressure continued etching away at her magic. Eva strained, so that were her smoke began to touch that invisible barrier and began to dissolve.

      “I doubt enchantments will be effective. I think it’s time that you begin to fully understand your power.”

      Jayna locked eyes with Eva. They both understood the danger in that. The Toral magic into that darkness, and a dark power. Jayna had always attempted to avoid that depth of darkness, wanting to ignore that power so she didn’t succumb to it. Even knew that.

      “I can’t,” Jayna said. “I told Ceran I would serve, and I am, but I don’t want the darkness.”

      “Why must it be dark?”

      There was something to the way that Eva asked it that struck Jayna as similar to what Ceran had said.

      She knew it was dark. She had seen it.

      More than that, she had felt it.

      All the Toral that she had encountered had succumbed to it.

      But did that mean that she would?

      Perhaps that was Eva—and Ceran’s—point.

      Just because others did didn’t mean Jayna would. And Ceran had chosen her. He had seemingly believed that she could withstand it. Either that, or he didn’t know but was willing to give her an opportunity. She didn’t think that he had other Toral who served him.

      Eva’s magic continued to dissolve where it touched upon that barrier. More smoke swirled from her, but eventually, Eva would fade. She had limits to her power, much like Jayna had limits to hers.

      “Can you help?”

      “I don’t know,” Eva said. “But I cannot keep holding on this way.”

      Jayna had to do something more. She had to help her friend. If she did not, they would both fall here.

      She looked over to Eva. Then she called upon the Toral power.

      She drew that magic within her and then felt the darkness. The bloodstone had mitigated that somehow, adding to a layer of protection, but had never fully protected her from the darkness. But now, she had to embrace it fully.

      Jayna had always feared the darkness.

      She had feared it because she had not wanted to become a dark sorcerer. She had hunted dark magic and had chosen to do that willingly. But drawing upon the Toral magic had always seemed as if she were flirting with something greater, something more dangerous, and she had convinced herself that she would not succumb to it.

      For them to escape, she might need to.

      Jayna opened herself to work Toral power, and Eva was there. She had her hand on Jayna’s arm, a reassuring sense, but it didn’t take away the darkness that lingered on the edge of Jayna’s awareness.

      The surrounding decay magic continued to threaten her, though. The longer that she held onto her Toral connection, the more that power started to etch into her connection. She wondered how long she could even hold onto it. There would be a limit. And then what would happen? Would she fall the same way that the Fates had?

      Smoke began to build around her.

      It didn't add to her, and it's really didn't try to calm her not the way that it normally did. This was something else. This was simply a comforting sense.

      Jayna felt the darkness.

      It was always there at the edge of her mind, and awareness of that darkness, power, but it was the kind of power that she had never dared reach for. Now Jayna had no choice but to do so. She had to let the darkness overwhelm her, even if something worse were to happen.

      “I don't know how much longer I can hold out,” Eva said.

      If she failed, Eva would die. Jayna would die.

      And this Sul'toral would continue to attack. The Society would fall. They didn't bother her nearly as much as they once would have. But another thought came to her, one that troubled her as much as the idea of Eva suffering: Char would suffer.

      That motivated her more than anything else.

      As she called the Toral connection through her, she turned toward the darkness.
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      When Jayna had first drawn upon the power of the Toral ring, the darkness had hidden from her. She had barely scraped the potential available to her. It was only when she truly strained for power that she had begun to see the evidence of dark power and had begun to see that she risked her own safety by drawing upon that power.

      Eva watched her, smoke swirling around her, her jaw clenched, and droplets of blood slowly working their way down her chin. How much power could Eva withstand? How much longer could she hold out on Jayna’s behalf?

      But if they didn’t, she felt the pressure of the decay magic working toward them.

      The darkness was no longer at the edge of her vision. Now it was everywhere.

      Always before, Jayna had fought against the darkness. For her to succeed, she couldn’t fight.

      She called as much of that power to her. The cold burned through her arms, through her chest, her body, and all the way into her head.

      Cold.

      That was the only way that she never described Ceran’s magic. Everything was cold. And now everything was dark, as well. Much like her power would be.

      “Does it have to be dark?” Eva asked.

      Eva's question came from a distance, and Jayna started to question whether it was Eva, her, or even Ceran. Hadn't he said that light and dark on some spectrum? They were all some connection to Sarenoth, weren't they? All connected to this power, and it was up to her to decide how to use it.

      Light and dark. A balance.

      She let the power fill her.

      It was a strange thing for her to be aware of. Always before, she resisted, trying to put a barrier between her and the full extent of that power, but now she couldn't. She could feel Eva's hand on her arm, the tension within her, and she knew that if she didn't let this power continued to build, she wasn't going to be able to withstand this.

      She had let that power burn through her.

      Light and dark. Jayna had to be the balance.

      Jayna had never really tried to understand the Toral power. She thought that she had known what it was and that if she dove too fast into that power that she would find the darkness coming for her, but now she wondered if perhaps she had taken too long to try to learn the truth of that magic. Her connection to Ceran wasn’t dark. And Ceran wasn’t dark. What had he said about himself?

      He was the light.

      Arathon.

      She had no idea what that was, but if the other Sul’toral were all dark, maybe that was because they had chosen that. Ceran had chosen something else.

      The ring that connected her to Ceran, who was connected to Sarenoth, bridged a great power. But it was the kind of power that Ceran had alluded to her no longer needing his help in reaching.

      And she understood. The bloodstone.

      That meant that she had the power of the Sul’toral? Was that why he had felt like she could chase that true danger? Otherwise, sending someone of her power after those that were the same power as him would be a death sentence.

      Light and dark.

      Both were there. And as she felt Eva’s connection to her, the smoke swirling through her, it felt to Jayna like she could somehow use the two of them.

      She traced out a pattern that she had seen Char using and added the power of the Toral ring. All of the power of the Toral ring.

      Energy exploded into those enchantments with a dark surge of power. The enchantment exploded.

      Jayna staggered back.

      Eva was there, her hand on her arm, and smoke still swirled away from her. That smoke continued to trail out, circling out from Eva. It worked to hold onto Jayna. “You have to do the others,” Eva said.

      “I don't know if I can,” Jayna said.

      She struggled to hold onto that power, trying not to let the darkness fill her.

      “Jayna?” Eva’s voice was soft, encouraging, and filled with smoke that swirled into Jayna.

      She came back to herself. She turned to the next enchantment, letting the dark energy flow through her. It felt like she was balanced on the head of a pin, teetering toward light and dark. How could she focus on one or the other? Could she use them both?

      Eva pressed smoke through her again.

      Jayna braced herself, and she turned the next enchantment. She traced another pattern, and a dark burst of power flowed into the enchantment. As before, she staggered back, barely able to see her feet. She managed, somehow, as Eva held her by the arm.

      She turned, and she pressed out again, tracing other enchantment, tracing the power, and she floated that power into the enchantment.

      Two more.

      But even then, this wasn’t going to be over.

      Destroying these enchantments was only a part of what needed to happen. They were going to have to do more, she knew.

      Power flooded her. Overwhelming power.

      For a moment that seemed to stretch into eternity, Jayna wondered why she shouldn’t want all of that power grid; why had she feared and avoided it? She had access to more than just Toral power that Ceran had given her.

      Eva’s smoke drifted through her, and again Jayna felt a centering.

      A balance. Light and dark.

      Sometimes, the dark energy seemed to be more powerful of the two, but maybe it was only because she had used it for destruction. Or maybe it was because Jayna had not used it before.

      She finished off the next box, leaving one more. Power expanded within her. She wanted to use it, draw upon it, to fill herself with it. She felt that energy, and she could think of nothing more than drawing on even more than what she already had.

      Eva sent more smoke through her.

      Jayna jerked back. A flare of fire surged in Eva's eyes. Jayna staggered back as if slapped. “I'm sorry,” Jayna said.

      “Keep focusing,” Eva said.

      “I'm trying; it's just….”

      She had a sense from Eva that she didn’t have to explain. And she understood. Eva hadn’t understood her own power or what it meant for her. Much like Jayna didn’t understand whether she was chasing dark power now.

      She had one more box remaining. One more enchantment.

      She was tired, having drawn as much power as she had, she didn’t know if it was fatigue from that or if her tiredness came from the fact that she had been balancing the Toral magic.

      She focused on the last of the boxes. She let the Toral power flow through her.

      Was it Toral power?

      Ceran had suggested that she might have more than just Toral power. With the bloodstone, she had access to even more.

      Maybe she was Sul’toral now.

      She combined the energy, mixing the bloodstone with the Toral power. When she did, something seemed to link, and the power that she drew stabilized.

      She sent it flooding into the box.

      It shattered.

      When it did, she tried to take a step forward, afraid that the barriers placed would still be here, but she cleared the pillars. Eva was there, smoke swirling from her, pressing into Jayna.

      There was no need for her worry, though, as Jayna recognized something. If she called upon both sides of the power, she didn’t restrict herself. It was like she had always had herself going through some resistance, and now that she let go of it, she could call upon even more.

      There was a danger there, though, and she was aware of it, but being aware of it made it even easier for her. Thankfully by linking her power to the bloodstone, it seemed as if things had slowed. At least for now. She still had to be careful as the temptation remained, though she wondered if she would ever overcome that temptation.

      Eve’s smoke swirled and pressed into her.

      “I'm okay,” Jayna said.

      Eva looked up at her, holding her gaze. “I just wanted to make sure you were. Why don't we leave this space, and then….” She looked behind her. “Then I don’t know where we need to go.”

      “I think I do, but it’s not this part of the Society house. I think we need to go up. I’m afraid that the rest of the Society is in danger.”

      Jayna called upon the cold Toral magic, letting power fill her. She saw shadows in the distance down the hall that they started toward, and she unleashed a burst of power, letting the starburst spell explode from her.

      Massive burst of light crackled along the hallway, overwhelming her vision.

      What was that?

      She had used that pattern before but never quite so powerfully. It was almost as if the sudden shifting the way she drew on Toral power had changed something for her.

      Eva watched her, a concerned expression on her face.

      I think I’m okay,” Jayna said.

      “Are you sure?”

      Jayna took a deep breath. “I can feel something, and it’s almost as if I’m supposed to feel it. It was similar to what Jayna had felt when calling upon the power as if she were tipping from one side to the other, power guiding her one way or the next. If she slipped too far one way or the other, she would lose control.

      But strangely, she also felt as if she was supposed to use this. The cold power she connected to was a part of her and her Toral connection.

      Eva watched her, saying nothing. There was nothing for her to say, though. She did not believe Jayna had dark magic. Though even now, Jayna did not know. If she used it now, even for a good purpose, did that mean she was already starting down that pathway? If she did, could she return?

      Without Ceran, the light, she wasn’t sure that she could. Would he even be able to reach her?

      She paused in the hall. Jayna could feel some residual magic, but it was different.

      “You have to find the truth of your power,” Eva said to her.

      “Is that what you did?”

      Eva took her arm. “When I left, I went looking to try to understand myself, not my power. I’ve always known that there was some power within me, even if I didn't understand the truth of it, but I needed to know what it meant for me, and I needed to know what I could do, the way I called upon the power and how I could use it. I went looking for answers about myself and my people but discovered something different. I get to choose who I want to be.”

      Jayna snorted. “I think you should have always known that.”

      “Maybe. But you also get to choose who you want to be.”

      “I want to be….” Jayna wasn’t exactly sure who she wanted to be. Or what.

      She had gone to the Academy because she had wanted to understand magic. She had gone with Ceran because he had allowed her to try to find more about dark magic and what had happened to her parents. She had stayed because she had hoped that she might be able to help her brother. What did she want now?

      She looked over to Eva. The smoke continued to swirl from her, flowing from her mouth, from her hands and circling around her. There was far more control to it than there had been before.

      Control. Maybe that was the key for Jayna. She had to be the one in control, not let the magic be in control of her.

      “How did you gain your control?”

      “I understood what I needed to do,” Eva said. “It is as simple as that. You come to learn what it is, and then you find how you can do it.”

      “I'm not really sure what that's going to take,” she said.

      “Then find it,” Eva said.

      “I'm not sure how to do that, either.”

      They headed toward a staircase. As soon as he reached the stairs, Jayna was aware of a dark energy, but it was as if it were calling something deep within her, reverberating with the magic she called upon. Jayna had to stay with her Toral power. It wasn’t just Toral power, though. It was Toral power mixed with that of the bloodstone, and she could use what she knew of sorcery, which might not be as much as the other Sul’toral, but maybe that didn’t matter.

      Jayna reached into her pocket, and as she did, she pulled out one of the enchantments, drawing upon it, and she could feel that energy, she felt that power, and she recognized that there was something there, some way that she was going to have to call upon that power, and as she did, she traced out a quick pattern, adding to it.

      When she did, she felt the energy, but she also felt something else. She felt the way that energy was there, and she felt how she could control some aspect of it. She continued to push power out, letting it flow from her into the enchantment, and then she tossed it.

      There was another concussive blast. It reverberated loudly, but then it faded.

      There were two sorcerers at the top of the staircase. Both of them were down, but they were not unconscious. She leaned toward them and prepared to attack when Eva pressed outward with smoke, filling their mouths and noses, suffocating them.

      “It will linger long enough,” Eva said.

      “You're not killing them?”

      “Should I?”

      Jayna frowned. “I don't know. Maybe.”

      Eva regarded her for a moment. “We can talk to them when this is over.”

      They continued forward when a burst of power built around her.

      She created the magic ball spell, but rather than holding it as a barrier, she pushed Toral magic out through it and unleashed it, letting it explode in a ring around her. As it erupted outward, it slammed into others near her.

      She started forward, she found Oliver lying motionless.

      He was looking up at her. He didn’t move, though Jayna wasn’t sure if that was because he could not or because something had happened to him. “You shouldn't have been able to get free,” he said.

      “It seems you don't know anything about your power, either,” she said.

      “You shouldn't have—”

      Eva didn’t give him a chance to finish. He gagged on the sudden surge of smoke that pressed down into him, through him, and then collapsed.

      They headed toward the door, where Eva pulled open, looking out into the darkness.

      “I don't care for this,” Eva said.

      “Which parts?”

      “The lack of wine,” she said, smiling tightly. “And the fact that this isn't over.”

      “No, and I'm afraid that the Society is in more danger than they realize.”

      “You intend to protect them?”

      “Well, it means protecting Char. He’s my friend. Like you. And I guess that means that I want to do whatever I have to so that I can protect him.”

      “You don’t seem particularly thrilled by that idea.”

      “Well, this is the Society. And I feel conflicted about them. I don’t know how much of the Society is corrupt.”

      “Maybe that’s what you need to do.”

      Jayna pulled the door open and looked out into the distance. She felt power and knew the source of it. It came from the linking spell she had to Char.

      “It seems as if the Society is under attack.”

      Smoke swirled behind Eva. “I think the Society was already under attack.”

      “The rest of the Society.”

      She stepped forward, out into the yard, and even glided them forward, using smoke swirled around them, carrying them to the wall, and then up and over. As soon as they landed, the smoke drifted around them again, protecting them.

      “We should hurry,” Jayna said.

      Eva released the smoke, and they hurried forward, but Jayna came to a sudden stop.

      There was a shout in the back of her mind. At first, she thought that might be Topher calling through the enchantment, but it was Char. His voice was panicked, erratic, and too muted to make out anything clear.

      But she knew one thing. Char was in danger.
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      Jayna moved carefully through the city, looking for other signs of disruption. So far, she hadn’t come across anything. There had to be something more taking place in the city. They had learned that the protests had been happening for the better part of several weeks, which suggested that whatever had been taking place continued to spread.

      Why here?

      And why Nelar?

      They had to be connected somehow.

      She looked over to Eva, who remained focused, her gaze fixed in the distance. Smoke still swirling from her. It was a slow, steady buildup of smoke. Within that smoke was something else, something that Jayna couldn’t quite place, energy that she thought that she might be imagining. Every so often, that smoke began to swirl toward Jayna, as if it were meant to touch upon her, casting some of that power through her.

      Eva wanted Jayna to find a balance, which she knew that she needed. She just wasn’t sure that she could do it on her own.

      She needed Eva’s help. She had always needed Eva’s help.

      Had she not found her, and had they not worked together, Jayna didn’t know what would have become of her. Would she have survived what she had faced a Nelar?

      She glanced up at the sky. A sliver of moonlight managed to squeeze through darkened clouds. There was an occasional shout in the city, though she suspected it came from the ongoing protest taking place. No other sounds struck her.

      She had no sense of dark magic and no sense of sorcery in general.

      “I don’t know what I will do if they aren’t there,” she said.

      She couldn’t shake the feeling that she had that Char was in danger. She wasn’t exactly sure why she believed that Char was in danger, only that she could practically feel his need. The linking spell between them had fallen quiet, though. That alone suggested that something had happened to him. She tried not to think that way, but she couldn’t shake the fear.

      “We still don’t know what’s going on here. It has to be a Sul’toral targeting the Society, but why here and now? Why Ishan and Nelar at the same time?”

      “Perhaps because you revealed Dorian.”

      “Maybe,” she said.

      “Or perhaps it’s because they think to draw out your Ceran.”

      “That Ceran has been trapped. That’s what he’s told me. They wouldn’t be able to draw him out.”

      There was a piece to the puzzle that she still didn’t understand. She wished that she had more time to question Kolathin, but even if she were to have had that opportunity, he might not have shared anything with her.

      Eva continued to swirl smoke.

      “You don’t worry about me. I can still feel that darkness, but it’s not consuming me the way it had”

      Eva glanced over to her. “I wasn’t worried about you.”

      Jayna smiled tightly. “I can see it on your face. I know you, Eva.”

      “And I’m not afraid of you drawing upon this power the way that you think I am. You are strong enough to find the balance. I know that you are. I have seen it. What I am trying to do is to uncover the influence in the city.”

      Much like Eva, Jayna had not detected what else was happening in the city. She didn’t detect anything.

      She paused. “I don’t feel anything.”

      She twisted the ring on her finger. Not sorcery. Not dark magic. Nothing.

      She knew that wasn’t as much of a concern, especially given that the dark magic may not necessarily be detectable with her enchantment, but she should feel sorcery of some sort.

      She glanced in the direction of the Society house and then toward the palace. The palace practically drew her attention, but it was nothing magical.

      As she looked over to Eva, a burst of power built in the distance.

      Jayna felt it. It was like a calling as if she were meant to feel it. It surged and then faded. There was a familiarity to it. It took her a moment to realize why it was. Toral power. It was the same energy that she drew upon through Ceran. This was not quite like hers. This felt twisted in a way that hers did not. That was unusual for her to feel.

      “There are other Toral here,” she said.

      “You knew there were,” she said.

      “I knew there was another magic here, but it wasn’t exactly sure if there were Toral.” She glanced over to Eva. “I’m still not sure what that means for me. For you. Well, for any of this.”

      Jayna focused on her Toral ring, thinking that she needed to send some sort of signal to Ceran. He hadn’t responded, but she thought that he would need to. This was the kind that Ceran needed to be involved in. If there was a dark and dangerous kind of magic coming in her direction, she needed his help.

      But a troubling thought plagued her. What if he couldn’t?

      Eva radiated smoke.

      They neared the palace.

      Everything was dark around her, radiating energy that seemed to head toward the palace. Jayna didn’t know if it was sorcery or if it was some sort of Toral magic. She couldn’t do anything with it, either.

      She paused.

      The building was near the palace. She couldn’t see it, but she could feel it. There was an awareness of Char in the back of her mind. She tried another pulse of power through the ring to activate an alert for Ceran, but she felt nothing.

      “Where do we go?” Eva asked.

      “It’s not far,” Jayna said. “I can feel something, but I’m not exactly sure what it is. I think we have to keep moving. Strangely enough, it reminded me of what I felt near the outpost. What if this is another outpost?”

      “I think I have had my fill of Society outpost.”

      They moved forward, approaching the wall surrounding the palace. There was an energy here that suggested sorcery enchantments and protections, but she didn’t dare try to release anything or reveal her presence. She looped around, focusing on what she could feel of Char until she saw it.

      The building was unremarkable from the outside. It looked more like a barn or stable, a rectangular structure with a low roof and a wide door. Lights glowed inside, the only part of it that looked as if it were active and alive.

      Jane approached slowly, calling upon the Toral magic to fill her. She was prepared for whatever power she might need. She started to trace the starburst pattern.

      The pattern was a fairly straightforward one and one Jayna had long ago mastered. By using this pattern, drawing through the Toral ring and the power that she had with it, Jayna could summon far more strength than most sorcerers could withstand.

      Sul’toral would be a different matter.

      Eva nodded to her. “Be careful,” she said.

      Eva continued to radiate smoke. Some of that drifted out and away, Eva’s technique for detecting whatever might be there, but not all of it. Some of it came toward Jayna, swirling into her as if she intended to try to protect Jayna from herself.

      They reached the building.

      When Eva took the first step forward, Jayna said nothing. She suspected Eva detected something through her smoky power that swirled around her. It flowed away from her, toward the building, where it lingered.

      “There are nearly as many protections on this as there were on the Society house. I can feel something inside.”

      “People?”

      “Maybe, but it is unusual. It’s certainly different,” she said.

      “What do you detect? Is it sorcery?”

      Eva shook her head again. “I don’t know. I can feel the presence of something, but it’s that something I’m not exactly sure of.” Eva frowned. “There is a lower level here. Did you know that?”

      “I’ve never been to the palace grounds and have never seen anything like that.”

      “It connects somewhere,” Eva said. She frowned, tipping her head to the side; this will continue to radiate out from her, drifting from her and toward the building, then dissipated. It was trailing of smoke. Soft and subtle, and it radiated outward.

      “What does it connect to?”

      “It is something like a tunnel, similar to what we found at Nelar. I wonder if it is like those chambers beneath the city.”

      “Can you open it?”

      Eva nodded, and she sent another surge of smoke swirling away from her. When she did, it erupted outward, radiating into the door, and then Eva waved a hand.

      It was a different technique from Eva that Jayna had seen before.

      When this is over, she really did need to understand more about what Eva could do. She had more control over the smoke than she had before. Jayna was cautious, holding onto her Toral connection. She didn’t want to draw on that power just yet, not wanting to reveal that she was here.

      When she stepped inside, she found nothing other than a simple stone structure with four plain walls but nothing else. Why here?

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” Eva asked.

      “You’re the one who thought there was something below here,” she said.

      “I thought there was something here, but I also assumed we would find something.”

      “You said you felt something below? Maybe we need to find a way of going down.”

      “I don’t see anyway,” Eva said.

      “Can you do something with your smoke?”

      “I can get a sense of the space, but I’m not able to open it.”

      Jayna made a steady circuit around her. There was an energy in the room. Knowing there was a lower level made her feel like she had to find some way past it. How, though?

      She stomped a boot on the ground. It didn’t echo. It rang quietly in a bud, but nothing else. When she stopped in the middle of the room, she looked down. There had to be something here. Sorcery, but that meant she had to find a way down using similar sorcery. Jayna didn’t know if she had learned enough about sorcery to unlock that kind of power.

      She focused on her Toral ring, opening herself that power and then letting it flow from her as she hurriedly traced a pattern on the ground beneath her. It was a simple detection spell and didn’t use any of her sorcery to activate it. It was only Toral magic.

      And it wasn’t much. Now that she embraced the full extent of Toral connection, she didn’t need to use very much. She could feel something.

      She pushed down.

      A series of markings formed on the ground, glowing softly and taking shape.

      “I’ve seen things like this before,” she said.

      “Tell me that you can read it,” Eva said.

      “I don’t know, Char was trying to help me learn to read this, but it is not easy.”

      Jayna crouched in front of one of the symbols. She recognized the marking, though the pattern was more complicated than she knew. It would require too much sorcery for her to activate it. Certainly more than she had already learned. Had she more time with Char to study, it might be different, but as it was, she felt as if she were missing something.

      Eva stayed close to her, and the smoke swirled around her, flowing from her, up into the ground, activating the symbols of the Jayna wouldn’t have to keep holding on to the Toral magic and doing it herself.

      She shook her head. “I just don’t know,” she said.

      “Would Char know?”

      Char.

      That was it.

      She may not be able to ask him, at least not directly, but they had a linking spell.

      Jayna had used the linking spell before to not only feel his emotion, but she had learned to communicate with him. Even muted as it was, she could still feel a hint of his emotion.

      Could she use it in another way?

      It seemed impossible to believe, but the linking spell did grant her a connection that she had never even considered before. Perhaps it could let her use Char’s knowledge.

      She would have to use her Toral magic to connect. When she did, she felt the linking search. She added a bit more power and pushed it out from her, flowing in a linking connection between them. She wanted knowledge.

      There was a stirring. Nothing more.

      She focused on the symbols, and that stirring became even more profound. “I can feel something. It’s almost like he recognizes the pattern. The answer is there, but I don’t know quite how to reach it.”

      “But you don’t have to know how to reach it. He does,” Eva said.

      And she wasn’t wrong. She didn’t need to. Char did. She pushed even more power, using the linking spell, letting it flow as she focused on those patterns while also trying to maintain the greater connection to the linking spell. Some energy began to bubble within her as if Char wanted to help.

      A sequence of patterns.

      She shifted her Toral connection, pushing on those patterns, doing it in the sequence that formed in her mind. As she did, she began to rope realized that there was something there, some way for her to hold onto that knowledge, and she pushed.

      They started to glow, and with each one that she activated, they connected, linking together, sort of like the linking spell within her mind with Char. As she focused on that, feeling that energy flowing between them, she frowned for a moment. That was exactly what it felt like. These patterns were a linking spell. They were complicated, but it was as if they were letters in a word, and that word formed sentences that created an even greater pattern that she could read.

      As the understanding solidified in her mind, she found a pattern on the floor. Lines formed. From there, the floor began to glow.

      “You should step back,” Eva said.

      “I’m almost—”

      Eva grabbed her, pulling her back and not a moment too soon.

      The floor began to open, dropping into a cavern far below. Had Jayna been standing in place, she would’ve tumbled into that cavern.

      She leaned over it, staring down into the darkness to try to make sense of what she saw. Smoke swirled from Eva, drifted onward into the darkness.

      “This is what I detected,” Eva said.

      “If you detected it, why weren’t you able to access it yourself?”

      “I’m not sure,” Eva said.

      “I didn’t use sorcery to access it,” Jayna said.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that you are a sorcerer with the necessary knowledge to openness.”

      Jayna didn’t feel that way. She hadn’t been the one to have opened it. It had been Char’s knowledge, but perhaps because she had been a part of forming that linking spell in the first place, it didn’t matter.

      He could feel the stirring of the connection she shared with Char. There was another power, though, drifting from deep below. She couldn’t stay here any longer. She grasped the Toral power that flowed within her and then began to run down the stairs with Eva following her. By the time she reached the lower level, she had begun to feel pressure pushing on her.

      It took her a moment to recognize it, and she reacted, forming a magic ball spell.

      She wasn’t fast enough.

      Something blasted through it.

      Eva sent a swirl of smoky magic through her, solidifying that magic ball spell.

      It created a hard sort of power, securing something around them both. As soon as it did, Jayna stepped forward. She recognized that power. She had felt it before.

      “A Sniffer is here.”

      When she had faced one of the Sniffers outside of Nelar, he had been powerful, but she had managed to overwhelm him. She knew the Sniffers were chasing dark sorcerers, but it was how they were chasing them that left her worried.

      She readied herself when the Sniffer stepped forward.

      “You shouldn’t have come through here.”

      Jayna smiled. “I keep hearing that.” She looked over to Eva while twisting her Toral ring and beginning to focus on the energy. “Whoever you have been serving has been trying to tell me the same thing they tried to hold us at the Society house, but they failed. Listen. I think we are after the same thing. We want to stop dark sorcery.”

      “You mean, the kind of power you have.”

      Power began to build from him, and Jayna noticed something about it this time that she hadn’t noticed from the other Sniffer. The power came from the tattoos along his skin. They were the enchantment.

      But it was more than just that they were an enchantment. It was the kind of enchantment that they formed. She could feel it—and she recognized it. How could she not know that she had a similar enchantment? It was almost as if the Sniffer had something akin to a Toral ring.

      What was going on here?

      His power began to build, though Jayna knew when it did.

      She reacted, drawn on her Toral connection, opening herself fully without hesitation, letting the full force of the Toral connection flow through her. As it did, she did that energy into the

      She was not just a simple Toral. She was connected to the Toral ring, and the bloodstone, and a way that others were not.

      He was slammed back.

      Before he could react, Eva stuffed the spiral of smoke into his throat.

      He fought, and this time, she recognized the strangeness of his magic that she had felt before. The smoke started to etch away.

      Decay magic.

      The Sniffer had it?

      It didn’t make any sense.

      She couldn’t delay, though. She had to work quickly.

      She traced out the starburst pattern and blasted at the Sniffer with the dark ball of fire he magic. It struck him, burning through him quickly.

      Eva looked over.

      “He has the same kind of magic as the others. I don’t think he was going to tell us anything. He had power somewhat like a Toral. I’m not exactly sure what it is. Maybe he’s connected to a Sul’toral?” That didn’t make sense. Not that kind of power, unless the Sul’toral had started giving a different connection to their power. And if so, why target the Fates?

      They hurried forward, reaching a door at the end of the hall, which Eva blasted with power. As soon as she did, a burst of decay magic radiated toward them. Jayna used her strange new magic, eating through it, and then destroyed the enchantment inside.

      As soon as she did, Char’s voice cried out of her mind.

      “Jayna. It’s the king—”

      Jayna wasn’t exactly sure what was going on. The king?

      She had to figure out what was going on, why this Sul’toral wanted to destroy the leaders of the Society, and whether she could—or should—do anything to intervene.

      The king.

      But what about the king?

      Something felt wrong.

      She wasn’t sure what that was, only that she didn’t have the answers, and she needed them before it was too late.

      If it wasn’t already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      The tunnel was a simple arcing stone pathway that they hurried through. The air smelled wet and musty, a strange combination, but there was also a sense of power within it. She didn’t feel any more Toral connection, nor did she feel any Sul’toral magic, but she believed there would likely be something here.

      Char had remained silent. He had given her a warning, then he had fallen quiet.

      They hadn’t seen any other doors, nothing to suggest that there was anybody else here, only that door at the end of the hall, and yet, she felt as if she were getting closer to something.

      The palace.

      That was where they had to be going. Which made sense as to why Char would warn her about the king.

      “It looks like we're heading toward the palace, and now I’m starting to wonder why.”

      “Because the Fates are involved?”

      “That, and none of this really makes sense to me. I’ve assumed that the Society was corrupted, which was why I wanted to break into the Society house, tried to infiltrate it in my own way, and see if I might be able to figure out else was involved, but I’m starting to wonder why?”

      Maybe she had it wrong. Perhaps the Society had not been fully infiltrated.

      If that were the case, then she owed Char a serious apology.

      They reached the doorway. It was plain, simple, and as she pushed a burst of plain Toral magic into it, she felt a surge against her, a warning of power, and symbols began to form on the door much like they had on the ground below.

      As she focused on her connection to Char. It was much clearer than it had been before, and she tried to draw upon that linking spell. She needed an answer, much like before.

      Gradually, understanding came to her; she triggered several of the markings on the floor and began to glow with a pale light.

      Eva pushed it open.

      They braced themselves, both of them holding onto a protection, Jayna with a magic ball spell, and even with a swirl of smoke, but there was no decay magic. Nothing.

      More tunnels reached them from the other side.

      The sense of Char remained as they hurried along the tunnel. Eva held onto the smoke that trailed away from her. She was far stronger than Jayna remembered. She had promised to give Jayna answers later, so she had to be patient.

      They reached an endpoint in the tunnel, and she looked over to Eva. “There has to be some way out.”

      Smoke swirled from Eva, radiating upward. As it did, Jayna began to notice something.

      There was a crack along the ceiling.

      He pushed with her Toral magic, probing into the crack, and found a series of lines beginning to form. They glowed for a moment until it began to spiral down, forming what looked to be a series of stairs.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think that we should go up now,” Eva said.

      “Great.”

      Unlike the last time they had reached stairs, Jayna these more carefully and slowly. When she reached the top, it was another plain room, but there were pillars inside that reminded her of what she had seen in the Society house. A haze obscured everything else, though, within that haze, she noticed a strange energy.

      “What is this?” Eva whispered.

      There were three people trapped, tied to chairs, and more than that, she could feel the weight of decay magic pressing in upon them.

      “The Fates,” Jayna said.

      Jayna recognized the person standing outside of the circle. She had seen her wandering along the wall around the palace. The king’s advisor.

      Could that be what Char warned her about?

      She looked up to Jayna. She had seen the woman when she had been searching the city looking for the boxes but hadn’t paid much attention to her other than to learn who she was.

      “You’re too late,” she said.

      Jayna froze.

      That voice. She recognized. She had heard it one other time when someone had spoken of a corruption. This was the person who’d attacked Jayna. This was the Sul’toral that had attacked the caravan.

      Something didn’t fit, but then again, something had not been fitting all along. She had believed that she was under attack from one of the Sul’toral, but what if she hadn’t been?

      “What are you doing?” Jayna asked, already opening herself to her Toral connection.

      Even as she did, she saw the effect of the decay magic working on the Fates. All three had started to whether and fade. She had no idea where Char was, but through the linking spell, she felt as if he had to be someplace close. Why was he here, though?

      She needed time, but more than that, she needed to help free the Fates. At least, until she understood the truth. Only then could she make a decision.

      Eva slipped close, looking over to the three captured Fates.

      “I will do what I can to take care of them.”

      Jayna thought about what she had heard about the king’s advisor. Melinda was a skilled sorcerer, though so to were the Fates. She had begun to question whether the Fates were Sul’toral, which made sense given what she had seen of the darkness inside of the Society, but what of Melinda?

      She felt power building at her.

      Jayna braced and immediately upon that dark energy that was coursing through her. She focused on letting that energy flow through her, building up within her. Her Toral ring started to glow with dark energy, the power that was coursing through her, the power that was nearly overwhelming, but she had felt it.

      She had to teeter on the edge. The moment that she used that power, the moment that she unleashed that darkness, and reached for that power, was the moment that she would go over the edge.

      She had to make sure that she timed it right.

      If she didn’t, she failed, and if Eva wasn’t there to help her, what would happen? Eva wouldn’t be able to bring her back. She had learned a few tricks while studying with Char, and she created enough of a barrier around her, solidifying herself and blocking the initial blast.

      It was barely enough, though it did withstand the attack.

      “I had heard stories about you,” Melinda said, turning to Jayna. She glanced toward the Fates. “You shouldn’t have been able to do much. Oh, you managed to stop Dorian, and you revealed the extent of the rot within the Society, along with giving me an idea. Thankfully, nature has provided what I needed.”

      “The volantinkar.”

      Melinda nodded. “An interesting creature, and one that serves my purpose quite well. I have been searching for something much like that for quite some time and found it not too far from where you and the others with you were hiding.”

      “Let me guess. You have some way of controlling the queen.”

      Melinda waved her hand, and Jayna braced herself. If she summoned the power now, she’d have to be ready to attack.

      “It’s a simple matter. Once you understand the power, you can replicate it. That is all I have done. But I have also held onto the queen of these nasty creatures in case I require a more direct sort of power.”

      Which explained why the volantinkar had attacked. She remembered what Telluminder had claimed of the creatures. They were directed by the queen.

      And it seemed as if Melinda had captured the queen, which meant that she was now using that kind of power.

      It was dark sorcery. Regardless of what Melinda wanted to call it, that was what it was. And she was using dark sorcery to hunt down other dark sorcery.

      Jayna braced herself, summoning the Toral magic and forming a protective pattern around herself.

      Melinda frowned, and she flicked her gaze past the circle of pillars. “It seems that you had some training since you left.” She sneered at Jayna. “Oh, yes. I know what you have done. I know who you are. Do you think you can keep those secrets from us? We were the ones who first taught you to embrace the connection to magic, and you think you could shake off those lessons so easily? Much like these others.”

      “I didn’t shake them off. I simply found another way.”

      “Another way, but it seems as if you found the same way as they did,” she said, looking past her and to the Fates.

      “You knew about their presence in the Society.”

      “Of course I did. Do you think they could hide? They certainly did, and for long enough.” Melinda turned toward Jayna. “Much like others have tried to hide. It took me long enough to learn how to remove their threat, but now I know.”

      Jayna hadn’t expected this. She had thought that she might find a Sul’toral.

      And she had, only they had already been defeated.

      She hadn’t needed to do anything. Even if she had known some way of using the enchantment that Telluminder had given her, it was unlikely that it would’ve been useful against her kind of magic. It was not Sul’toral magic.

      Melinda turned to Jayna, and a burst of energy exploded from her.

      Jayna blocked as much as she could, sweeping her gaze around. She noticed three boxes, each of them resting in front of one of the Fates and more powerful and larger than any that she had seen before.

      “So, you intend to destroy them? You know others can help you. Others willing to help.”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve seen what you have been willing to do. I’ve seen the kind of power you possess.”

      A band of power began to wrap around her.

      It started to work up her feet, wrapping around her legs, working toward her chest, her head. It felt like warmth radiated through her, and it worked its way toward her hand. Toward her Toral ring.

      Her power continued to constrict around Jayna. “As you know, there is the connection between the bearer of the ring and the one who bonds them. I have made certain to understand this connection better than most. But you can modify that, as well, which they have failed to learn. It is how I managed to harness the power of the queen, along with her drones.”

      She would have to stop some kind of magic that she did not fully understand.

      She had no idea how, though.

      Jayna immediately began to focus on forming a pattern around herself. She didn’t know if her sorcery would be enough but felt as if she had to try it. Increasingly, though, she felt as if she needed to do something more. She had defeated one Sul’toral, but that had been with the help of others. In this case, she would have to do it on her own, and she was not sure how.

      “So, you intend to destroy the Society? I fail to see what you think you’re going to accomplish here. This really doesn’t make any sort of sense.”

      “I’m going to destroy the entire Society, and then I will build it again.”

      “There is plenty of rot within the Society,” Jayna said. “And if you were doing this in any other way, I might even agree with you, but you’re using dark magic to accomplish this. I would even applaud you if you were trying to do it differently, but not this way. Not destroying the entire of the Society.”

      “I find it amusing that somebody like yourself would want to preserve the Society. Especially given what I have heard about you. But now I will have you to thank for helping me.”

      Jayna needed a single shot of power. At this point, she didn’t even care about Fates. She believed them to be Sul’toral, which meant they needed to be brought down, but only after she had more information.

      She braced herself, summoning the full strength of her Toral connection, letting that darkness fill her. It swirled at the edge of her vision, and then she unleashed it.

      Melinda countered her.

      It was the decay magic, the power that she had drawn that was not her own.

      That was the key. If Jayna could disrupt the connection…

      Maybe she could stop Melinda.

      It would be difficult. She could feel how difficult it would be, especially as she had no idea what would be involved in defeating that kind of power, but if she could find some way to sever that connection, she thought that she could disrupt it completely.

      Unfortunately, each time that she’d attacked, Melinda dissolved Jayna’s magic.

      Behind her, she could feel Eva, though she couldn’t see her.

      Jayna could feel the burning called within her, that Toral magic that she had to fully embrace. Power flowed. She had to embrace the entirety of it. If she didn’t, Melinda would overwhelm her and defeat her.

      She held onto it, but it wasn’t enough. The decay magic that Melinda had uncovered was far more potent than anything that Jayna had faced before.

      She dove deeper into the connection to Ceran.

      There was darkness, and energy surged through the ring to her. It was the power of the connection to Sarenoth. A bright burning energy that countered it. Ceran.

      It was a balance.

      She sent out an uncontrolled burst of power that blasted into Melinda.

      Then she was freed.

      That strange energy coursing through her unleashed, no longer binding her way that it had before. Now she could attack.

      She focused her Toral connection on Melinda. It was uncontrolled, and it swept through her until she felt the source of the strange power that corrupted Jayna’s magic.

      It was near her but not tattooed on her the way that the Sniffers had been.

      They were her Toral.

      At least, that was what Jayna had believed. But essentially, Melinda had made herself a Toral to the queen.

      Which meant she had a ring—or something like it.

      Jayna focused her energy and unleashed it, pouring it at Melinda, at that empty void she felt, much like she had those boxes that surrounded the city. As she unleashed that power, she could feel the resistance, and continued to open herself as much as she could to that power.

      Melinda fought, but Jayna’s connection was not just Toral. It was bloodstone enhanced. Some of Eva’s smoke swirled in, adding to what Jayna did, complementing her magic even more.

      And then she felt the enchantment—Melinda’s Toral connection—shatter.

      Jayna darted forward, hurrying toward Melinda. When she reached her, she grabbed her and slammed her back. Melinda staggered, stumbling and tripping before falling to the stone. Her head rocked back.

      Jayna readied a spell, but the decay magic began to burn at her. She pushed outward, trying to prepare an attack, but as she did, power burned away her spell.

      Melinda looked up, eyes glazing over. “I could have cleansed the Society.”

      Jayna grabbed the woman, taking a fistful of hair, and prepared to slam her head back into the stones when something held her back.

      She wasn’t sure if it was something within her, something that connected her to Ceran, or if it were Eva somehow slowly separately, trying to call back. Trying to save her.  She wouldn’t be surprised if it were Eva. It felt like that warmth.  She let out a breath and gradually began to release the darkness. She released Melinda’s head, as well. When she got to her feet, she looked around.

      Smoke swirled around Eva, and the others that were here had all fallen, suffocated with Eva’s magic.

      It left the three Fates.

      They were fading, Melinda’s power and her strange connection to the creatures overwhelming them. They looked as if they had aged two decades that it had taken her to defeat Melinda.

      Jayna stepped through the barrier, immediately feeling the overwhelming power of that dark magic that would cause the decay, but she ignored it. She reached the first of the enchantments, pulled it off the Fate, and pressed the Toral magic through it, collapsing that power. She worked her way around, doing the same to the other two, and when she was done, she looked over.

      “What is it?” Eva asked.

      Jayna was exhausted.

      It was more than a magical exhaustion. This was a physical one as well.

      But she realized something. She had not succumbed to the darkness. That power was there, and she had used it, but she had not felt like she was teetering. Something had called her back—whether it was Ceran or Eva.

      If she could find a balance, maybe she wouldn’t have to hold back.

      She looked over to the Fates. “I don’t know if they are Sul’toral,” she said.

      “And if they are?”

      “Then they should probably be left to die,” Jayna said.

      “There’s a way for you to learn.”

      She didn’t know if Ceran would answer, but she had to try. She focused on the Toral ring, and she let that power fill her and flow out through the ring, but there was no response.

      “I don’t know if he’s going to answer.”

      “Then you’ll have to make the decision on your own.”

      She knew that she did but didn’t know what that would be—or what it should be.

      “We hold them here. For now.”

      “And then what?”

      “I think I have to sort out the Society somehow. I’m not sure what that’s going to look like.”

      “You know what that means for you.”

      “I have an idea, but it needs to be done.”

      “You don’t have to do it alone,” Eva said. She nodded to several bound and gagged sorcerers ringing the wall. She saw Char, and she focused on his connection to her, the linking spell that flowed between them.

      She smiled to herself.

      “No. We won’t have to do it alone.”
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      The sunlight shone bright overhead as Jayna stood in the courtyard looking up at the palace. It was strange to be standing so openly in the courtyard to the palace, but stranger still that she had on a Society robe, even if it were an act.

      Char stood on one side of her, Eva on the other.

      “I’m not even sure that we should be doing this,” Jayna said.

      Char glanced over to her. “Why wouldn’t you?”

      “Because it means….” Jayna sighed, twisting her Toral ring again. She’d been trying to call Ceran for quite some time, and there’d been no response. She’d been checking on the Fates, but the decay magic had withered them considerably, and they had lost too much power. The leadership of the Society was destroyed.

      In that, Melinda had succeeded.

      Jayna did not know if others within the Society were Sul’toral, but she intended to learn.

      “You know you are the one who suggested that we do this.”

      She looked over, though she was still twisting her Toral ring on her finger. He wasn’t wrong.

      There was an emptiness within her, though the emptiness seemed to be tied to her Toral connection just as much as anything. She still hadn’t found any evidence of Ceran. “We have to dig into the other Sul’toral,” she said, looking over to Char. “If Ceran isn’t going to help, then we need to use all the resources that we have available to us. Either here, Nelar, or wherever we might be able to find them.”

      Eva said nothing, but smoke swirled around her. She hadn’t been that talkative ever since the attack, other than to remind Jayna that none of this was over. Not yet. They were going to have to work together to ensure that they got through this.

      He looked over to where Topher stood along the wall. He had wanted to see the king, and she suspected that he wanted to offer his services as a dular.

      “How long do you intend to stay here?” Char asked.

      “I don’t know. Until I have answers.”

      “There is another way you could get them.”

      “I know you want me to join the Society and serve.” She looked at the robe. It didn’t feel like it fit her, and she slipped it off, draping it over her arm. Finally, she handed it to Char. “This was a mistake. I am not going to be able to convince anybody that I’m a member of the Society.”

      “Jayna—”

      “I don’t need people to believe that I’m part of the Society. I’m not. It doesn’t help anybody if I try to lie, deceive, and cheat my way in. Certainly not the Society, especially if we intend to rebuild it.” She arched a brow at Char. “And that is what you intend to do, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Char said. “I don’t know if I have much of a choice in it.”

      “You do, but I would be disappointed if you chose otherwise.”

      “And I wouldn’t want to upset the great Jayna Aguelon.”

      She glowered at him before turning her attention to Topher and Eva. “I suppose this is the way I can find the answers I want.”

      “You don’t think this Ceran can answer them for you?” Char asked.

      “I’ve been trying to ask him for a while, but he is restricted.” Maybe with the death of the Fates, Char could reach her, assuming they were Sul’toral. Then again, maybe there was something else going on with Ceran. She needed to learn more about sorcery to help him. “He may need me,” she finally said.

      And it was strange to feel that way. For the longest time, she had needed him. And now, she started to wonder if perhaps Ceran was going to need her.

      “Jayna?” Char asked. “What exactly are we here for, anyway?”

      She shook her head, pushing thoughts away as she looked up at the palace. The soldiers that were standing guard had been watching them. Maybe it was their maroon Society robes, or perhaps there was something else.

      She grinned at Char. “I hear there is an opening as the king’s advisor.”

      “Oh, no,” Char started.

      Jayna smirked. “Well, I could help the Society, look for Ceran, and maybe even help Eva with the Ashara.”

      “That’s not your only reason for doing this,” Char said.

      Jayna shrugged. “Not the only reason.”

      She had been struggling with trying to find any way of uncovering information about Jonathan, but she had failed. She hadn’t had the contacts. Ceran hadn’t known, though his connections were not that kind of connection. Char hadn’t been able to find anything, though the Society wouldn’t have that kind of reach, either. Eva should have those kinds of connections, but it would be limited, and it forced her to develop them every time they stopped in a new city, learning a new place, talking to new people. In Nelar, Telluminder and Master Raollet had not known anything.

      It was a failure of reach.

      Jayna had been aware of it, and now she had another way that she could find information. She would use the long arm of the throne.

      She strode forward, and Eva stayed with her, smoke swirling around her, though faint and barely enough to even see. Jayna was aware of it. She wasn’t sure if it was because she was attuned to it from her connection to Eva or if she detected it simply because Eva was somehow pressing it upon her, trying to use it on Jayna.

      Whatever it was, she could feel that power and that smoke and that energy pressing outward from Eva. She glanced over to her and found Eva with a slight smile on her face.

      “You aren’t going to try to talk her out of it?” Char asked, looking over to Eva.

      “It has been my experience that when Jayna gets something in her head, she is going to do it.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “But you wanted me to help the Society.”

      “I wanted you to join the Society, not try to rule it.”

      Jayna waved a hand. “How could I rule it? The Fates lead the Society.”

      Char looked over. “Who you have captured beneath the palace.”

      Jayna shrugged. “For now.” She kept moving forward, and she looked back at Char. “Are you coming?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Eva shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t think any of us have a choice. It seems like Jayna has a plan.”

      Jayna smiled to herself. Ever since coming into Ceran’s power, Jayna had been trying to figure out what it would mean for her. Ceran had gone quiet, or at least relatively so. She had to find her own plan now. And this was a plan.

      She could do all that she wanted. She could root out the darkness within the Society. She could chase down dark sorcerers as Ceran wanted. And she could look for Jonathan.

      She smiled to herself.

      She could be more than just a Toral.

      Now she had only to convince the king that he needed a new advisor.

      As she looked over to Eva, noting the smoke swirling around her, she smiled to herself. Even that wouldn’t be difficult.
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        * * *

      

      Grab the next book in The Dark Sorcerer: Last of the Light.
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      Jayna has removed the Sul’toral threat to the Society, but remains an outcast.

      Having stopped the potential threat to the kingdom, Jayna now serves as the king’s advisor while awaiting Ceran, all while looking for information about her brother.

      Her new position forces her to face challenges unlike anything she’s ever faced before. She can handle dark magic, but playing politics might be worse, especially as the Sorcerers’ Society demands more of her time.

      When strange smoking pits appear outside of the capital, Jayna begins to look for answers that might only be found from her missing mentor, but Jayna begins to think that Ceran is not just missing but trapped. As the attacks increase, Jayna must make a choice that will define not only who she is, but what she is becoming.
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        * * *

      

      Want to read more in this world?

      The Chain Breaker: The series that started it all! Jayna appears in a few of these books.

      First of the Blade: A fun series. No Jayna, but lots magic and monsters.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A Society in Decay. 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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