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      Jonathan Aguelon didn’t care much for this part of the city. For one thing, it was too quiet.

      He’d had enough of general silence around him, especially after having spent five long years in prison—five years where he had been apart from everything he had known, where the only sounds had been his breaths, his heart beating in his chest, and the occasional noises that came from other cells. Some of the other inmates had tried to fill the silence, but men grew tired of talking, and Jonathan grew tired of listening.

      This area of the city was quiet like that, and the silence enveloped him in a way he could scarcely stand. Part of it was because there weren’t many people out in the streets, which didn’t bother him so much. But the quiet was also because of how everything was so widely spaced. In other parts of Ishan, the buildings were closer together, and there was a general hustle and commotion that Jonathan had grown accustomed to.

      Now that he was out of prison and back in the city, he found he gravitated toward that chaos, if only to remind himself it was still there. He had missed it.

      “Would you stop looking back?” Matthew said.

      Jonathan glanced over to his friend. He had his dark gray cloak thrown over his shoulders, concealing the sword beneath. It was a unique blade, especially here.

      No. It’d be considered unique everywhere, Jonathan thought. Not many people carried blades like that, and few could afford one.

      “I’m just—”

      Matthew grunted. “I know what you’re doing. Do you realize you’ve been doing it ever since you got out? I remember the very first day you found me—interrupting my game, as I recall—you kept looking around just like that.”

      “Was I?”

      “You weren’t focused on the task at hand, so I would say that yes, you definitely were.”

      Jonathan had thought that he’d been keeping himself focused, but he apparently had not been. Maybe that shouldn’t surprise him. His mind wandered these days, more than it probably should, and that could be dangerous. It was one thing to think about the aspects of a job he was going to do, but it was something else altogether to allow himself to get caught up in the activity around him.

      “I’m here. I’m fine.” He said it mostly for himself.

      Matthew scoffed. “You don’t even know if this man is going to know anything.”

      “I don’t,” Jonathan agreed.

      After Jonathan, Matthew, and their crew had robbed Vileforn’s vault, they’d made themselves incredibly wealthy and left Vileforn to the king’s mercy—and given that Vileforn had been plotting to overthrow the king, there had been very little mercy for him. Jonathan had also been looking for information about his old mentor ever since.

      Grayson had been dead. At least, that was what he had been told and had come to believe. Heziah had told Jonathan that Grayson was alive and had been used for his plan, which had forced Jonathan to start looking for his mentor. Digging, really. There was no way Grayson would be helping Heziah.

      Jonathan and Matthew were pursuing the first real lead they had. It had taken Jonathan a long time to get any information about Grayson, though mostly that was because it had been challenging to obtain more information about Heziah.

      “We’re just going to ask questions,” Jonathan said.

      “Fine. We go for questions,” Matthew said, “but what happens if you get something actionable? What do you intend to do?”

      Jonathan knew his answer, but the real question was whether he was going to have the spine to do it. “I’m going to make sure Heziah loses.”

      Matthew shook his head. His gaze darted all around him, probably more so than Jonathan’s did. For as much as he teased Jonathan about the way he looked everywhere, Matthew did basically the same thing. Then again, that was his role on their team. He was an enforcer who also took it upon himself to keep them safe. All of them.

      “We haven’t seen Heziah since the job,” Matthew said. “If he was going to come after us, he would’ve done so by now. We dealt him a blow.”

      “I think he only wants us to believe that,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew nodded. “You know, you might be right. I keep thinking that he’s going to come at us. A man with his power and ability being bested by somebody without any magic? He’s not going to take it lightly. Even if it was by the great Jonathan Aguelon—the Dragon.”

      “He was bested by Jonathan Aguelon. He never had to face the Dragon.”

      Matthew looked as if he wanted to say something, but he bit it back.

      They passed a run-down building that looked as if a fire had licked the boards and left them charred. In the distance, two underfed dogs chased each other, romping in some game only they understood. A ball rolled toward the street before disappearing. A thin, small child scurried after the ball, dark brown hair hanging in their face. At least there was some activity here—a sense of life and something else to be found.

      Most of the buildings were falling down like the one that had been burned, though they were not nearly as damaged as that. Weeds grew along the structures and between them, and the weeds here hadn’t been trampled or pulled as they were in other parts of the city. The occasional person they did see looked just as threadbare as the buildings themselves.

      All of this left Jonathan feeling unlikely that they would find anything out about Grayson here. If Grayson were alive—and as much as he hated to acknowledge what Heziah had told him, Jonathan remained compelled to believe that he had been telling the truth—then he didn’t think Grayson would be hidden out here.

      Jonathan slowed for a moment. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

      Matthew snorted. “You’re just now getting to that?”

      “Well, I suppose I realized it before, but now I’m starting to acknowledge it.”

      “It’s because of the part of the city we’re in. I don’t know that we can trust what Bartholomew told us.”

      “The information wasn’t from Bartholomew,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew arched a brow. “You have a more extensive network?”

      “I’ve been back for a few months. Of course I have a bigger network now.”

      “Of course nothing,” Matthew said. “If you’ve been working on your own network, you’ve been keeping it to yourself.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “You don’t need to know everything. A man has to have his own secrets.”

      “Maybe a man does, but I’m not so sure you do.”

      Jonathan snickered. He paused, rubbing his arms. “It’s the feeling I’m getting here. There’s something.”

      Jonathan had a gift that allowed him to feel magic used around him. He couldn’t detect it all the time, but often enough that he had come to recognize it and learn how it worked. Jonathan knew to pay attention to when magic was used near him. The sensation of power would wash over him and leave his skin tingling.

      In this case, he had not felt anything before, but there was something now that he felt he needed to be paying attention to. If there was magic present, Jonathan had to watch out for it. He had to be ready for whatever it was.

      “Do you detect anything?” he asked Matthew.

      “I don’t have your ability.”

      Jonathan looked over. “You have your own talents.”

      That was about as far as he ever went with referring to Matthew’s heritage—at least the heritage that Jonathan suspected. He didn’t push, as Matthew was his friend, as well as the one person other than his sister who had gone looking for him when Jonathan had been imprisoned.

      “It seems to me that there is a faint trace of magic here. And if that’s the case…”

      Matthew frowned as he looked around, realization dawning on him. “You think this is Grayson?”

      “Well, we’ve been looking for any sign of him, haven’t we? Anything that might tell us he’s here, and we haven’t found anything. The report I got suggested that he was out here. Or someone was, at least. Maybe it was never him.”

      Admittedly, it was a weak report, and Jonathan had not expected to actually find anything from it. The information had been based on little more than an offhand comment about the sorcerer’s sneak, which could have meant anything.

      Matthew spun in place slowly, and the intensity to his gaze suggested that he saw something Jonathan did not. He was likely using one of his enchantments. Matthew favored enchantments at all times, thinking that they gave him an advantage over those who didn’t have them. Now that they had considerable funds to purchase such items, he never hesitated to use them the way he once would have.

      “I don’t see anything,” Matthew said.

      “I don’t know that you’re going to see magic,” Jonathan said. “That’s the point. I’m wondering if maybe we can feel it, though.”

      As Jonathan looked around, he certainly felt something. In this part of the city, in a place where he would not expect magic to exist, he found it somewhat surprising that there would be any sense of power out here. Unless somebody was using an enchantment the way Matthew was.

      But the magic didn’t feel enchanted. There was something about enchantments that Jonathan had come to recognize. For the most part, they gave off a sensation of directionality to the power, much different than what he detected when someone used sorcery, or even a facade. This had a certain nonspecific directionality to it, something that was almost unfocused. Maybe it really was Grayson.

      “I don’t suppose you have any enchantments on you that might disrupt what’s out here?” Jonathan said.

      Matthew glanced over. “If there’s a facade out here, it’s incredible. Far more extensive than anything I’ve ever seen or experienced. I don’t know how powerful Grayson was—”

      “Is,” Jonathan said, a little harder than he intended.

      Matthew nodded, but his expression didn’t soften much. “I don’t know how powerful he is, but this would be more than any sneak would be capable of. Much more than even him.”

      “Even a sneak who had been working with sorcerers?”

      Matthew opened his mouth as if to argue, but he closed it and instead looked around. “Look for anything unusual. Aren’t you the one who taught me how to identify gaps in a facade? Even the most skilled sneak can make a mistake, can’t they? You taught me that, Jonathan. It’s a matter of finding the space where something should be but isn’t. And once you find it, then you can peel it away, or at least try to pass through it.”

      Jonathan barked out a laugh. “All this time, you’ve actually been paying attention to what I say?”

      “Only when you have good advice, like in this case. You saved me from a few different facades over the years. All because of that one little piece of information.”

      Jonathan hadn’t seen any of the rippling he attributed to a facade. If there was something like that present, he thought he would’ve come across it by now. Given how comfortable he was with looking for that, he generally found it without even having to think about it. Part of that came from his time working with Grayson, but part of it came from working with Elizabeth over the last few months. She had been honing her skill with making a facade, which had forced Jonathan to understand it just as well so that he could explain it to her.

      “I don’t see anything,” Jonathan said.

      “Then maybe this isn’t a facade.”

      “Or it’s just one made by an expert.”

      Matthew shrugged. “If it’s him, maybe there’s a reason he doesn’t want you to find him.”

      “The reason is that Heziah has him wound up with his work.”

      “Or he’s upset about what happened with that job,” Matthew said. “I know I was angry when I learned what had happened. How you kept me out of it. Gods, I’m still upset about it, if I’m honest with you. I know you were doing it because you thought it was for the best, but there are ways to include your friend. Friends.”

      “He was included,” Jonathan said.

      It had been Jonathan’s fault that Grayson had been caught. For many years, Grayson had been actively working as a sneak to create facades for different teams just like Jonathan’s, and it had been Jonathan who had gotten him captured. All because of a job Jonathan had chosen to take that had probably been too dangerous for their team, but it was a job he had felt he’d needed to get revenge for what had happened to him. That had been the only reason he’d wanted to do it.

      “Let’s keep looking here,” Matthew said. “If you see anything, we can stop. But if you don’t, I’m not exactly sure how you thought you were going to find him out here in the first place.”

      “I thought I would see evidence of his work,” Jonathan admitted.

      Matthew laughed. “So you anticipated finding a facade, and now when I suggest that this might be one, you disagree with me?”

      The dogs circled in front of them and ran down the street, chasing one another again.

      Jonathan froze. That exact movement had happened before. He pointed toward them.

      Matthew frowned. “What is it?”

      “You didn’t see those dogs?”

      “I saw them. What’s the issue?”

      “Did you see the dogs circle around each other?” Jonathan asked.

      “Like I said, I saw them, but what are you getting at?”

      Jonathan jogged forward, watching the sides of the streets as he did. Movement sometimes made a facade ripple faster, and it sometimes made it harder for the illusion to hold. Usually that occurred when somebody else was moving, but Jonathan had found that sometimes when he moved, the facade would shift and shimmer just a little bit, enough so that it was hard to maintain completely. It became increasingly difficult to hold on to when somebody was moving.

      He didn’t see the rippling effect, though he started to question whether there would be anything. By the time he reached the alley where the dogs had gone, he didn’t see them. They had scurried away.

      “So you chased away a couple of dogs. Now what?” Matthew asked.

      Jonathan pointed to the street in front of him. “That’s what.”

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “Exactly. There were two dogs here. At least, I saw two dogs.” He looked over to Matthew. “I don’t know what you saw.”

      Matthew grunted. “I thought I saw two. Unless you’re trying to tell me that there weren’t any here.”

      “They were here. Well, we were supposed to see that they were here. But look at the ground. Do you see any footprints?”

      Matthew tipped his head to the side, then crouched down. Jonathan joined him. The ground was hard-packed dirt, and though grasses and weeds cropped up, he didn’t see anything that had been disturbed. In fact, as he looked back, there was no sign of their passing through either. All of this was artificial.

      “Someone is holding a facade,” Jonathan said. “If it’s not Grayson, then it’s someone else.”

      “If it’s Grayson, and he knows you’re here, then give him a chance to come out,” Matthew said.

      “If it’s him, he would have every opportunity to show himself.”

      The fact that Grayson hadn’t done so suggested that he did not want to. Or he wasn’t able to. Jonathan and Matthew had found no evidence of Heziah since finishing the Vileforn job. Heziah had simply vanished.

      Only, Jonathan didn’t think that the sorcerer had truly vanished. He was still out there. They had expended significant resources to try to find where he might’ve gone, and though Jonathan hadn’t found anything, he remained convinced that Heziah would find them. He would want revenge.

      “Walk with me,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew nodded, his hand on the hilt of his sword.

      They carefully made their way along the street but still did not find anyone. Jonathan recalled the child who had run across the street in the distance, but now there was nothing. The silence made a different sort of sense to him as well. Only potent facades could mute sound, but given the extent of the illusion they were seeing, Jonathan supposed that he shouldn’t be completely surprised.

      He turned, marched down a few alleys, then stopped. “I can’t even tell where it starts and stops.”

      “We can backtrack and see,” Matthew said.

      “The transition was subtle,” Jonathan said. “I wonder if we would even find anything. Check with your enchanters. See if they have anything that might disrupt the facade.” When Matthew started to argue, Jonathan raised a hand. “I know you have some suppliers who make things like that, so just check for me, will you?”

      Matthew’s brow furrowed, and finally he nodded.

      They were quiet as they made their way back toward their home. Jonathan was already starting to plan how he might disrupt the facade and the different steps that would be involved. He wasn’t sure if it would work, or if it would even reveal Grayson, but if Matthew couldn’t come up with something, Elizabeth might be able to.

      They reached their street, which was filled with upper-class homes and located in a nicer section of the city than Jonathan had ever been able to afford to live in. Their house had been bought with the kind of wealth Jonathan once had only dreamed of. Now he had probably underspent what he could have afforded.

      When they approached the house, he noticed that something wasn’t quite right. As Matthew tried to step past him, Jonathan held out a hand.

      “What’s that?” Jonathan asked, pointing to their door.

      “There’s a note,” Matthew said.

      “Right. So who’s leaving us a note now?”

      Jonathan looked around. He didn’t feel any trace of magic, but he wondered if he would. Between the note and what they had just seen—or not seen, as the case may have been with the facade—he was left on edge.

      Two letters were scrawled on the note: JD.

      “Well,” Matthew said, sweeping the note off the door and unfolding the paper. “It seems as if someone is looking to hire the Dragon.”
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      “This is a first,” Matthew said as he paced along the street. He glanced over toward Jonathan briefly as he did, then turned his attention to the building just ahead of them. “I’m used to you getting hired by people who like a very different sort of establishment. What do you think you did to draw attention from someone here?”

      Jonathan shook his head slowly. They had been summoned to a poorer section of Ishan, though many parts of the city were poor. At first, he’d started to question whether Heziah had drawn him out, or possibly even Grayson, as this section was similar to where they had gone scouting for information about Grayson only a day before.

      The area wasn’t exactly the same. There were more people out. Jonathan and Matthew periodically passed people carrying baskets, pushing carts, or walking in groups. There was enough activity that he didn’t think this would be a facade. It was difficult to create an illusion that incorporated moving things. If what they had seen the day before had truly been a facade, it had been a skillful one, with the dogs and even the child chasing the ball.

      In this case, he didn’t think it was a facade. For one, everything felt normal. Even though this area was poor and run-down, and a part of the city that Jonathan didn’t spend much time in, it had the sounds, the chaos, and the general energy of any other part of Ishan.

      “I didn’t draw anyone’s attention,” he said, though that wasn’t true. Somebody had caught wind of Jonathan and the things he was doing, so they must have known about him, even though he’d been trying to be inconspicuous.

      “Really?” Matthew paused, and he swept his hand toward a sign in front of him. “You don’t think you caught somebody’s attention? Looks to me like there’s a message here. Maybe it’s your sister. Then again, I don’t remember Jayna being all that religious.”

      She wasn’t—at least, she hadn’t been before Jonathan had gotten pinched and taken to prison.

      The church in front of them was dilapidated, much like the other buildings around them. It was intact, though. There was nothing about the church itself that looked as if it were in imminent danger of collapsing, though it did need repair work and some paint. The stout wooden door remained closed. Flowers grew in the baskets outside the windows, and the stained glass showed scenes of something, but Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure what. He wasn’t necessarily devout either.

      “You recognize the church?” Jonathan asked.

      “You’re asking me?”

      “I thought maybe you had gotten herself into trouble with one of the priests. Something you might have done while I was gone.”

      “You do realize I didn’t spend much time here,” Matthew said. “I went looking for you. Spent too long searching, if you ask me. Nobody had heard what happened to the great Jonathan Aguelon, though everyone had their own stories.”

      “And that work took you all the way from here to places like Nelar, and then even beyond.”

      At the mention of Nelar, Matthew’s face screwed up into a tight frown. He had told Jonathan that something had happened in that city, but he didn’t remember much of it. At first, Jonathan had thought that Matthew was simply trying to keep something from him, but the more he pressed, the more he realized that Matthew really didn’t understand why he couldn’t remember it. Maybe he’d been drinking too much, though that didn’t seem like Matthew. Perhaps it was the kind of work he’d been doing, or even more likely, it was something that Matthew wouldn’t even acknowledge, like who he was doing work for.

      Not for the Sorcerers’ Society. That didn’t fit Matthew. There was too much concern about getting caught for Matthew to be willing to work for the Society. But there were others with magic—and enchantments—who might have called him out of the city and offered him a chance to work on their behalf. There was the possibility that whoever it was might’ve used magic on Matthew to cloud his memories of the job.

      “I told you all that I remember,” Matthew said, scrubbing a hand through his hair and squeezing the hilt of his sword with his other hand. “It’s sort of like my memories of childhood. I don’t have strong memories there either. What person doesn’t remember their childhood?” The question seemed mostly for himself and not for Jonathan, so Jonathan said nothing. He knew better than to intervene when Matthew got like this. He had no idea what Matthew had gone through during his childhood or what he might have forgotten.

      “Why don’t we get in there and see who knows where to find me? And better yet, who wants to hire me?” Jonathan said.

      He flipped the note over. Just his initials, a time, and a meeting place were written on it. Nothing more than that. He’d been curious enough to come, though he had brought some protections with him: a series of enchantments and, more importantly, Matthew. If anything seemed off, then they would simply leave.

      He and Matthew had both anticipated that they would find a tavern, or something along those lines, at the designated location. That was typically the kind of establishment where they would meet a prospective client. Neither of them had expected to find a church, of all places.

      “Do you think it could be him?” Matthew asked.

      “Do you really think Heziah would come to someplace like this?” Jonathan said.

      “You know, I don’t know what kinds of places he would frequent. What if this is nothing more than a facade?”

      It was a good question. A facade might be too difficult to create with people all around, like the one he had seen the day before, but over a single building? That was something most sneaks could do.

      “I hope not,” Jonathan said. “I’m ready for some relatively straightforward work.”

      “When it comes to you, JD,” Matthew said, grinning slightly, “I don’t think there will be anything straightforward.”

      Jonathan snorted. He headed over to the door, rapped his knuckles on it, and waited. He suspected he could simply go inside, but this was a church he wasn’t a member of, nor was he faithful to whatever religion it would be devoted to, so he felt it might be safest to simply wait for somebody to come and welcome him inside.

      He didn’t have to wait very long for the door to open.

      An older man wearing a gray smock and a silver chain around his neck looked from Jonathan to Matthew. “Mr. Aguelon?”

      “I’m Jonathan Aguelon,” Jonathan said, tipping his head. “Are you the one who left me this note?”

      The balding man glanced at Matthew again, his gaze lingering on him a little too long, before settling back on Jonathan.

      “This is my associate Matthew Veran,” Jonathan said. “He accompanied me to see the reason why you left this on my door.”

      “Come in, please.”

      Before Jonathan had a chance to question or even argue, the man swept inside, leaving the door ajar.

      “Well, I guess we get to go in,” Jonathan said.

      “You can,” Matthew replied. “I can stay outside if you’d like. He didn’t seem like he wanted me in there with him.”

      “Don’t be like that. I think it was just because he was expecting only me. Besides, we don’t know what’s inside.”

      “A church? Some celebration of some misplaced faith? Some old man who’s looking for—”

      Jonathan grabbed Matthew by the arm and dragged him inside.

      The interior of the church was dark, at least the outer portion they walked into. A lantern glowed from farther in, and Jonathan hadn’t gone very far before the priest turned back and waved toward him.

      “If you wouldn’t mind,” the man said, “could you close the door? We get all sorts of ruffians who think to rob us.”

      Jonathan shared a look with Matthew before he shrugged and turned to the door, closing it behind them. He was surprised to hear about ruffians who might rob a church, but even more surprised to think that the priest would regard people who prayed with him as such.

      They followed the priest down a small hallway and then into a circular room with a rectangular stained-glass window overhead. Light streamed in, illuminating an altar in the center of the room.

      The priest waited for them. “I thought it would be best if we talk in here.”

      “Talk, or…” Jonathan started, but he wasn’t exactly sure what the man was doing, nor why he would bring them in here. “What, exactly, is this about?”

      “I’m sorry about the unorthodox measure of calling you, Mr. Aguelon. I’m not sure how this normally goes for you. I was given your name by someone who claimed you are the best at recovering things. I asked around a bit, and your name kept cropping up.”

      “Did it?” Jonathan asked, trying to hide his surprise.

      Then again, he shouldn’t be surprised by that. He had made a point of making sure others believed that the Dragon was back. It was better that way—better for people to believe he was still operating at his previous level, and better for him to be offered jobs. Whether or not he took them was another matter.

      For the most part, Jonathan hadn’t been taking jobs, mostly because it was simply easier for them to avoid taking any job that might draw out Heziah and reveal that they were active in the city again. Not that Heziah would think they had gone quiet. They had taken too much from Vileforn for them to have disappeared completely.

      The priest nodded. “I found that if I asked the right people, and the right questions, I could find somebody who was skilled at tracking down items that might have been waylaid.”

      Matthew looked over to Jonathan, and there was a hint of a smile in his eyes.

      “You’re looking for a thief,” Jonathan said.

      “Is that not what you are? My apologies, Mr. Aguelon,” the man said. “I didn’t mean to offend, but everything I’ve heard about the great Jonathan Aguelon suggests that he is one of the most skilled thieves in all the city. I thought you could manage this for me.” He shook his head. “But then I saw your home. Well, the place I heard word you were staying in. It didn’t look to be the home of a thief. Or, at least, it didn’t look to be the home of a thief who needed to take on jobs such as this. What good is my offer when you can afford something like that?”

      “What exactly are you after?” Matthew asked.

      Jonathan shot him a look. He was actually curious?

      Then again, Jonathan felt a certain interest as well. The priest was clearly motivated to find somebody who could help, and for that reason he thought that perhaps he should have the same curiosity.

      “There’s an item that has been taken from the church. All I ask is that it be found and returned.”

      Matthew snorted. “That’s all?”

      “It’s quite valuable to us, though it’s of little value to anyone who’s not part of the church. I don’t suppose that makes any sense to you.”

      Matthew squeezed the hilt of his sword, and Jonathan wondered if he did it consciously.

      “I think we understand,” Jonathan said. “Can you tell me what this item is?”

      “It’s a necklace. It was taken quite some time ago, but recently, we’ve heard rumors that it can be found once again within the city.”

      “If you know it’s here, then why do you need us?” Matthew asked. His voice was practically dripping with suspicion.

      “As a priest, it’s easy enough to hear whispers of a thing, but it’s much harder for someone in my position to go after it. I’m sure you can understand. It’s not as if priests can sneak into places. In fact, I would argue that it’s much more difficult for a priest like myself to do so.”

      Jonathan could understand that. Priests would draw attention, but it was more than that. They simply didn’t have the necessary skill, even if they did know about an item of value.

      “What does the job pay?” Matthew asked.

      “I’m afraid that we can’t afford much, but seeing as how you are thieves, the value is not in what I ask you to return, but in what you could also acquire. I know this is unconventional, as is my approach. I think the Lady would understand,” the priest said, flicking his gaze to the window overhead before turning his attention back to Jonathan. “Which is the only reason I’ve decided to come to you. If you are unable or unwilling, I understand. I suspect there are others who would be able to take this job on, but I wanted to do it with the least amount of risk, and ideally I wanted to do it without the person who has taken the necklace knowing we have it until they can do nothing about it.”

      The hint of menace in his voice almost brought a smile to Jonathan’s face. Almost.

      Then again, he didn’t want to be around a priest who wanted vengeance. He wasn’t sure what kind of world that would be, but certainly not one Jonathan wanted any part of.

      “So you can’t offer us any pay, but the job has some secondary benefits,” Jonathan said.

      The priest bobbed his head. “Exactly. Secondary benefits.” He smiled. “What a wonderful way to phrase it. I am sure you will find something of value to you there.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Will you take it? The job, that is. Well, and the necklace.”

      “What information do you have?” Jonathan asked.

      The priest reached into his pocket, pulled out a slip of paper, and handed it to Jonathan. “I’m afraid this is all we have—a list of places where we’ve heard whispers of the necklace. If you follow these names, you should be able to find it.”

      Jonathan scanned the names and recognized a few. Some were merchants, men of wealth within the city, and a couple were people he had dealt with in the past who were a bit more unscrupulous. There were quite a few names he didn’t recognize. He passed the note over to Matthew, who skimmed it quickly, then nodded to Jonathan.

      “Well?” the priest asked.

      “We will consider your job,” Jonathan said.

      “That’s it?”

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      “I was hoping that perhaps you would simply take the job.” The man’s voice fell, and he frowned as he said it. “It’s taken me quite a while to find you, and I don’t know how many more lengths I might have to go to before I can get this job done. Our church may not survive if we don’t have the necklace.”

      Jonathan smiled inwardly. The priest was trying to play with Jonathan’s emotions—as if he had any for a church like this. But he respected the priest for his attempt.

      “We will check out your list of names and see what we can find,” Jonathan said. “Is that enough for you?”

      The priest nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Aguelon. Or do you prefer Mr. Dragon?”

      “Mr. Aguelon is just fine. Or Jonathan.”

      “Now, if you’d like, I can give you a tour of the church, but I have a feeling that neither of you is particularly devout. Still, some find it a curiosity, and I’m perfectly willing to show you around.”

      “If you want this necklace back, we will get right on it,” Jonathan said.

      “Thank you.”

      Matthew and Jonathan headed out the way they had come. When they made it back onto the street, Jonathan turned and looked at the church, studying it for any strange ripples. For whatever reason, he still wasn’t completely convinced that the job was as it appeared. He didn’t see any signs of a facade, but he wouldn’t put it past someone—and Heziah in particular—to try to draw them into a job. And if they did, what would they be after?

      “You can’t be serious about taking the job,” Matthew said.

      “I don’t know,” Jonathan said. “Wouldn’t it be nice to do something for a good reason for a change?”

      “Enriching ourselves is a good reason.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “It’s a good reason, but it’s not a great one.”

      “It’s great for me.”

      “I just feel like we need to do this.”

      Matthew regarded him. “Is it because you’re bored?”

      “Not really. Well, not entirely? I just feel like we can make a difference.”

      “So give him some of your money from the last job.”

      “I’m not going to go that far,” Jonathan said. He pulled out the list of names and glanced at it. “See what you can come up with from this. And if we know we’re looking for a necklace, it should be fairly straightforward, shouldn’t it?”

      “It should be, which is why I’m a little nervous. When we think something is going to be easy, it never is.”

      “Have faith, Matthew,” Jonathan said. “Besides, haven’t you been bored too?”

      “I have, and that’s what worries me. Boredom is why we end up doing things we regret.”
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      They found information about the necklace far faster than Jonathan had expected. The priest’s list of names had been accurate. Then again, something the priest had said about the fact that people whispered secrets to priests far more easily than they did to most others rang true.

      Matthew had uncovered intel on how there had been attempts to move the necklace. His resources—many of them were ones Jonathan didn’t even know—had provided them all the information they needed, so now Jonathan was back on the job.

      This part of the city stunk, which he didn’t necessarily care for, though he tried to ignore it. After all the years he’d spent around the foulness of prison life, he would’ve expected to be accustomed to a stench like this, but he had allowed himself to get too comfortable.

      Jonathan took a few steadying breaths to ignore the odors that lingered. Odors he could practically taste. They did nothing other than try to distract him. At this point in the job, he couldn’t tolerate a distraction. He needed to be focused, to keep his gaze fixed directly in front of him, to be prepared for whatever might be out there.

      He leaned forward and tried to penetrate the shadows nearby, though without the help of enchantments, his eyesight wasn’t enough for him to be able to do so. Darkness layered over everything like a fog.

      If only there were a full moon, then it wouldn’t be so damn difficult for him to make anything out. Of course, with a full moon, he wouldn’t be able to sneak through the streets the way he did. He wouldn’t be able to move without fear. He wouldn’t be able to—

      There was a soft scratching sound near him.

      Jonathan looked up, staring into the distance. He didn’t know what the noise was, only that it was far closer than he thought it should be. He slipped his hand into his pocket full of enchantments. The magical items would help protect him if it were to come down to it, but just because he had them didn’t mean he wanted to use them. Jonathan preferred not to need them.

      Still, he grabbed one. He traced his finger along its surface, recognizing the symbol that was placed there. He could tell without looking at it that this enchantment would create a blast around him.

      Most of the time, Jonathan was careful with the kinds of enchantments he used within the city. Magic in Ishan, especially with the Sorcerers’ Society so predominant, could draw major attention. And if there was anything he didn’t want to do, it was to draw the Society’s attention before he was prepared for it. If necessary, though, Jonathan was going to use whatever he had to use in order to protect himself—and the rest of his team.

      He slipped forward. That sound had come from nearby, and he needed to be careful. He glanced in either direction along the street but still didn’t see anything.

      His destination wasn’t far, only a few streets away, but he should have been able to make his way carefully and not run into difficulty. He flicked his gaze up to the rooftops. Matthew would be up there, moving along with him, but he didn’t see Matthew.

      If Jonathan had Elizabeth with him, then staying hidden wouldn’t be such an issue. She would be able to conceal him using a facade, but she was off preparing for the next part of the job.

      On a whim, Jonathan reached into his pocket and grabbed a different enchantment. This one had been particularly expensive because it was a defensive enchantment that created a barrier around its user. There had been a time when purchasing such enchantments would have been beyond his means. He would’ve had to steal them, and stolen enchantments didn’t work nearly as well as those tied to each individual. That wasn’t such a problem for him anymore. Jonathan now didn’t have to struggle with being able to afford the necessary enchantments he wanted to use for these kinds of jobs. His pocket full of them was testament to that. Now, at least, he felt better protected.

      His mind raced through the plan. All he needed to do was get to the building and make his way inside, then creep up a flight of stairs and down the hall, where he would find what he intended to claim. Or reclaim? Jonathan wasn’t sure which description fit best.

      Either way, the job was the job. He was going to complete it, and he was going to ensure that nobody was injured along the way. He couldn’t tolerate the idea of losing someone else. He still didn’t know what had happened to Grayson, and he was determined to figure out just what it was that Heziah had done with his mentor. Answers were difficult to find within the city, and though he had tried to dig into it, he still hadn’t uncovered anything more.

      What he really needed, though, was a way to communicate with others during a job. He hadn’t looked into whether there was an enchantment that would do that, though there would have to be. Something else to consider when he had more time.

      In the distance, he found the nearby street that would intersect with this one and serve as a transition point, moving from the alleys into an area of wealth. Jonathan stepped out of the alley and carefully shifted the cloak that shrouded him, and he tried to look as casual as he could.

      Music surrounded him along the street. There was joyous merriment within a festival-like atmosphere, and he clapped his hands and shifted his expression to try to look as much a part of the activity as he could. Nobody seemed to have noticed that he’d stepped out of the alley, which was good. If they had, Jonathan would have to explain what had happened and why he had removed his cloak.

      He glanced up to the roofline but still couldn’t see Matthew. From here, Matthew wouldn’t be able to follow. This was all on Jonathan.

      He hurried along the street, moving carefully and keeping himself out in the open. Let people see me here.

      Jonathan wound slowly around. Speed wasn’t of the essence now. It was more a matter of getting the right feel, making sure he fit into all of this. He watched an acrobatic troupe perform skillfully in the distance. A petite woman flipped through the air wearing bright yellow silks that seemed to catch the wind as she tumbled, and the fabric spun around her. The entertainers were performing under the bright streetlights, though shadows surrounded most everything else.

      A musical troupe played in the distance near the acrobats, and Jonathan paused to listen. It wasn’t often that he was able to take in a sight like this. He hadn’t pulled many jobs since his return to Ishan, which should have given him time to explore the city again, but he was occupied with making preparations and trying to ensure his own safety, along with that of the people he’d worked with.

      Jonathan swept his gaze along the street before he hurried forward. He felt the energy of the crowd. There was something pleasant about it, something altogether enjoyable. There was a sharp contrast to the stench of the alley. At least here he had the sweet smells of roasted meats, nuts, and breads, as well as the perfume the women wore.

      He had to keep moving, and he wanted to make sure that he reached the end of the street before Matthew started to throw things at him from above. He pushed through the crowd, shouldering past one person, then another, all the while singing and dancing.

      When Jonathan reached the end of the street, he paused to look at the acrobats again. One of the tumblers jumped, rolled forward, and landed on his feet with his arms and legs spread out, a celebration on his face.

      A man like that would be useful for some of my jobs.

      Jonathan shook his head. He had to stop thinking like that. It wasn’t that he could hire anyone. There were specific people he focused his attention on, mostly because they offered skills the team didn’t have otherwise. An acrobat could be useful, but how would he employ them?

      He pieced through that as he picked his way along the street. The farther he went, the more the lights around the city began to dim. There wasn’t much moonlight shining overhead, so everything was dark. He moved carefully, searching for any sounds of movement and pausing periodically to check behind him.

      He ducked down a side street and now moved with more speed. He slowed just enough to look behind him once more but didn’t see anything. Generally, Jonathan had a good sense for things like that and was aware of whether someone trailed after him. He didn’t think anybody was there now, but he was always alert, especially these days without knowing what Heziah might do.

      He turned again, reaching an intersection, and made his way along the street where he needed to go. He turned his cloak back around, and then slipped the hood up over his head for concealment.

      Up ahead was a well-appointed house with a low wall surrounding it. On the other side of the wall, the tops of plants within the garden were visible. He stepped close to it and felt the tingle of magic wash over him.

      “It took you long enough,” Elizabeth said to him.

      Jonathan looked over to her. Within the facade, he could barely make anything out, though he could see just enough. Her long brown hair was tucked behind her ears, and she was dressed in a heavy, dark cloak much like his. She bit her lip while watching him, her gaze flicking nervously in either direction.

      Jonathan smiled. “We don’t have to worry. Nobody followed me.”

      “I thought the whole purpose of you doing that song and dance show was so that other people would see you?”

      “I made sure others saw me so that I could claim I was at the festival.”

      It was all about deniability. They wanted to ensure that they had a way of refuting anything if anyone were to surprise them—not only Heziah but also Jonathan’s sister.

      “Matthew shouldn’t be too far behind us,” Jonathan added.

      “He’s not,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan turned as Matthew slid through the facade, a short sword strapped to his side. Unlike Elizabeth, who looked along the street with a nervous glance, Matthew simply stared straight ahead with his gaze fixed, almost as if he had already seen everything he needed to.

      “See?” Jonathan said.

      Elizabeth huffed. “See what? You had me come here and hold this damn facade for the last hour, and you get to wander through the festival.”

      “Were you able to hold it for an hour?”

      She’d been getting better and stronger since they had pulled the job with Heziah. Her control over her facade was far greater than it once had been.

      Elizabeth glared at him. “You know that I can.”

      Jonathan smiled. “I do. I’m sure you did it quite well, too. Have you seen anything?”

      They had sent her ahead as the scout, which was a job somebody like her could do quite well. Holding up the facade and hiding behind it permitted her to wait and observe whether anyone went in or out of the building. Jonathan had acted as a scout many times, especially early on in the days he had been pulling jobs. Not only was it boring, but there was no danger. Sometimes that was good, but sometimes that was irritating.

      “I haven’t seen anything,” she said. “The building has been quiet.”

      Jonathan turned to Matthew, grinning. “What did I tell you? This is the perfect night for us to do this job.”

      “Don’t go getting so smug,” Matthew said.

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “I would say that it’s probably too late for that.”

      “It’s all part of the plan,” Jonathan said.

      “Some plan,” Matthew muttered.

      “You’re just mad because it wasn’t your idea.”

      “I’m just mad because I don’t like the idea of revealing ourselves so openly,” Matthew said.

      “What’s open about this?” Jonathan tipped his head to the side, frowning. “We each came from a different direction and then met here. I’m still in the festival, for all intents and purposes. As far as anyone knows, you’re back at the home, and Elizabeth…” Jonathan looked over to her. “Well, she was never here.”

      “Let’s just get this over with,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan nodded. “Why don’t we?”

      He turned to the gate and tested the lock. Unsurprisingly, it was secured. In this part of the city, despite the fact that these low walls did very little to protect anybody from someone who was determined to jump over and get inside, the homeowners still locked them. He took out an enchantment from his pocket and pressed it against the lock.

      “It would still be easier if Leland were here for this part of it,” Jonathan grumbled.

      “You can’t fault him for wanting to take his mother away from the city,” Matthew said.

      “I’m not faulting him for anything. I’m just saying the job would be easier.”

      Matthew snickered. “I didn’t think the great Jonathan Aguelon needed something to be easy.”

      The enchantment triggered, and the lock popped open. Jonathan pulled the small iron gate open, then stepped aside. Shapes were worked into the metal, giving it a far more ornate appearance than some of the gates to the neighboring homes.

      When they had scouted this place out, Jonathan had noted just how much extra ornamentation was along everything around this house. It was almost as if the man who owned it was trying to prove that he belonged. That wasn’t uncommon, though. There were quite a few people who had newer wealth, and they were prone to overspending on decoration—things like the gate, sculptures, paintings, and other works of art that were meant as their way of proving they belonged with those who had been wealthy for longer.

      Once the three of them were inside, Jonathan closed the gate behind them, and it sealed shut with a soft click.

      “You do realize we could have just jumped over that,” Matthew said.

      “We could have,” Jonathan said, “but then we’d run the risk that he has some sort of strange enchantment protecting the place.”

      Matthew glanced back to the low wall. It was only about shoulder height, not nearly high enough for them to struggle getting over. “Is there something there?”

      Jonathan regarded the facade Elizabeth still held around them. To anyone looking, it would appear as if they were little more than a part of the wall. The facade was the only magic Jonathan felt, though it was possible there was something more here.

      “As far as I can tell, there aren’t any enchantments, but we still need to be cautious.”

      “Can we get this moving?” Elizabeth muttered. “I’m getting tired of holding this.”

      Jonathan laughed softly. “Fine. We can get moving. We wouldn’t want our sneak to be bored.”

      They hurried along the path leading up to the home, and when they neared, Jonathan motioned for them to turn off and slip through the garden. The whole time, he watched Elizabeth, trying to gauge just how much she was concentrating.

      She had come a long way from when they had first met. Now she could hold her facade for as long as anyone Jonathan had ever worked with. He wasn’t terribly surprised by how quickly she had progressed. Necessity was a skilled instructor. Now she reminded him of Grayson, and though she didn’t have his experience, she certainly had begun to prove her skill in ways that made her nearly as valuable as Grayson had been on jobs over the years. The only difference was that now Jonathan was the one to offer advice, whereas Grayson had always been the one doing so with him.

      “Stop watching me,” Elizabeth said.

      “I just have to make sure you’re doing fine,” Jonathan replied.

      “I am, so stop watching me.” Her voice was tight.

      They rounded the corner of the two-story house. Rows of windows ran along each level, and great pillars decorated the front of it, almost as if trying to announce that the home was grander than it was. Jonathan was surprised that there were no guards out patrolling, though the man who owned this house likely believed that guards weren’t necessary, at least not in such a nice part of the city. Either that, or there were enchantments being used.

      So far, Jonathan hadn’t been aware of any magic or enchantments. He looked around and searched the small garden for movement.

      Matthew eyed him. “I thought you said there would be no guards here. Why are you checking?”

      “I don’t think there will be, but I just want to make sure. There’s nothing here that needs that kind of protection.”

      Jonathan had come by several times over the last week to scout on his own, and he had found nothing so far as a guard. Elizabeth had joined him several times, to hold a facade and get used to the street she’d have to imitate. Other times, Jonathan had moved through this area in the middle of the night by himself, wanting only to know whether there was anything they would have to plan for. They had never encountered anyone who would pose a danger to them.

      Matthew knew that, though. Jonathan had already shared his plans with him, and Matthew knew the full extent of what they had to do. His questions were just his way of ensuring that Jonathan was staying focused.

      Jonathan took a deep breath as he swept his gaze around the garden. Much like the gate attached to the wall surrounding the home, the garden was a place of excess. There were more plants all crammed together than what would be considered necessary. Some of them were flowering, others were small shrubs, and there was no real sense of a pattern to the way they were laid out, not how there was in some of the larger homes in Ishan. Jonathan did appreciate the lilac fragrance near him, though.

      They reached the back of the house, and he held his hand up to motion to the others to stop. Jonathan crept forward to the door. It wasn’t as wide or as grand as the door on the front of the house, but this one didn’t need to be—it was the servants’ entrance.

      Jonathan hadn’t been able to scope this part out when he had patrolled before. He had tried, but he had been unable to see anything because of the wall on the back side of the house. Part of the challenge was related to the angle of the ground and the steady slope, but mostly it was because there wasn’t a street to make his way along safely. There was an alley, and Jonathan had used it once to see if he could figure anything out with this part of the house, but he had seen nothing. More than that, he hadn’t wanted to wander through the alley for too long and be seen there.

      He tested the door. As he expected, it was locked.

      Jonathan held his hand up against it and pulled out one of his enchantments, thankful that he had one to help with this. He pressed the enchantment against the lock and focused on triggering it, and the lock popped open.

      He glanced back to the other two. Elizabeth still held on to her facade, though in this part of the home, it was probably not necessary.

      Jonathan grinned at them. “See? An easy job.”

      He pushed open the door.

      And then he was thrown back.
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      Jonathan slowly sat up, shaking his head. Everything seemed to ring. He licked his lips and tasted blood.

      Matthew was crouched in front of him, checking for injuries. Elizabeth stood a few steps back. Jonathan could feel the effort of her maintaining the facade, even though he wasn’t sure what it was that she was doing with it.

      “What was that?” Matthew asked.

      “Well,” Jonathan said, getting to his feet and dusting himself off, “I guess there is something here.”

      He regarded the door. There had been an explosion, which suggested an enchantment, unless there was a sorcerer inside. But he hadn’t felt any hint of magic, and that was unusual. He shouldn’t be surprised people like this would be able to afford a sorcerer.

      Jonathan reached into his pocket for a different enchantment and nodded to Elizabeth. “So I wasn’t exactly expecting magic here, but we need to be ready for the possibility of another explosion.”

      She stepped toward him, and he could feel her facade wash over him. The sensation left his skin tingling.

      “Be ready to shift it,” he said.

      Jonathan stepped into the building, head still aching. This time, he had a defensive enchantment ready, prepared to use it so that he could protect himself and avoid getting slammed by another type of power.

      He glanced back. Matthew crept behind them with his hand on his sword. Jonathan didn’t think the sword would be necessary here, though he also hadn’t been expecting any use of enchantments inside the home either. The kind of enchantment that had been triggered was non-focused, which was dangerous. Whoever had placed it either had not expected anyone to come to the door or didn’t care if anybody got injured.

      Jonathan couldn’t imagine somebody who had a home like this allowing their servants to come in and out of the front door, so they would have to use this service door. Given that the enchantment had been placed on this entrance, the servants wouldn’t have been able to avoid setting it off.

      Elizabeth studied his face. “What is it?”

      “Just irritation,” Jonathan said.

      “At the job?”

      “At the person who owns this home.”

      He crept forward into an enormous kitchen, as houses like this often had. Pots hung from hooks over a center island. Sacks of grain were stacked in one corner. The counter held rows of jars, some of them likely filled with flour or sugar or other baking items. A tray with a half-eaten loaf of bread rested near a washbasin.

      There were no sounds here—not anyone moving around, no cooks preparing food, and even the usual kitchen smells were absent. He could feel the lingering energy, though. It was almost as if he could imagine the activity that had once been here.

      He breathed in, then let it out slowly as he nodded to a covered tray. He lifted the lid to find a stack of sweet treats.

      “I’m not exactly sure that taking a cookie is the best idea right now,” Matthew said. “Maybe we should focus on the job.”

      “I can focus and eat.”

      “And what if they tainted the cookie?”

      Jonathan arched a brow. “What exactly do you think they would’ve done to it?”

      “I don’t really know. But think about it, Jonathan. If they had an enchantment guarding the door, don’t you think it wouldn’t be all that difficult for them to have laced the food here in such a way?”

      Jonathan set the cover back down on top of the cookies. “I doubt they would’ve done that.”

      “Why would anybody poison a cookie?” Elizabeth asked.

      Matthew shrugged. “Maybe they figured we were going to break in, so they wanted to leave us something—poisoned cookies.”

      “That’s a stretch,” Jonathan said, reaching the main entrance to the kitchen and pausing. The door wasn’t locked. He pulled it open just a crack and looked out into the hallway. He didn’t see any movement. No lanterns lit, no figures in the hall, nothing.

      He squeezed his hand around his protective enchantment, concerned that quite a bit of its power had been used already. Enchantments had only a finite amount of magic stored within them. There were limits to what the sorcerer who made each enchantment could place inside. Each time he triggered an enchantment’s power, a little bit of magic seeped out—and he didn’t have many defensive enchantments. Most the time, they weren’t necessary given the nature of the kind of work he did. And, were he completely honest, he hadn’t expected to encounter anything here that would be dangerous to him.

      He had planned on being able to sneak into the home, move through it quietly, and not run into any difficulty. Especially with Elizabeth and her ability to make facades. She was so skilled that they rarely had trouble. This should be easy, otherwise he probably wouldn’t have taken the job. They weren’t interested in anything difficult these days.

      Jonathan stepped through the door, out of the kitchen. He held his breath, concerned that he might find something more dangerous on the other side.

      He exhaled. “There’s nothing,” Jonathan said.

      “Nothing?” Matthew whispered.

      Elizabeth stayed close to them, holding her illusion. All she was doing was creating a rippling effect that looked as if they were little more than the door behind them, but Jonathan knew that with each step they took into the hall, it became more and more difficult for her to hold. He had worked with her to get her to the point where she was as skilled as Grayson had been. She didn’t struggle the way she had when they’d first started working together, but even now, she clenched her jaw. A bead of sweat ran down her face.

      “I’ll make sure we move quickly,” Jonathan said. “You won’t have to hold this much longer.”

      She didn’t say anything, though she didn’t really need to. Jonathan could tell she had been maintaining the facade for long enough that it was starting to strain her. She was trying to hide her struggle, though there was a limit to just how much she could keep from him.

      Jonathan focused on making his way through the hallway, watching for any signs of magic. There shouldn’t be any, but he also didn’t want to be surprised. He crept carefully and stayed close to the wall, feeling for the telltale tingle that came over him when magic was present. There was nothing.

      Still, he kept his guard up. The occasional creak of the floor made him pause and look around, but he continued moving. There were probably enchantments that he could have acquired to help keep him quiet.

      Elizabeth stayed close, using her facade to blend them into the wall as they moved, until they reached a staircase nearby.

      Matthew leaned toward him. “I’m not seeing anything here.”

      “I’m not either,” Jonathan said.

      “Don’t you think it’s strange?”

      Jonathan did, but he was also unwilling to say that to his friend. Not until he had a better sense of whether there was anything for them to be alarmed by. At this point, Jonathan had no reason to be overly concerned, other than the fact that they had been surprised by magic already.

      As he started upstairs, he listened for any sounds from the floorboards. Some houses were quieter, others were louder, and it wasn’t always how they were built that seemed to make a difference. Those made of stone could creak just as well as homes made of stout wood. He moved slowly, taking the stairs one at a time until he reached a landing, and he motioned for the others to wait.

      No more movement.

      Elizabeth stayed with him, holding the facade as they climbed. Jonathan was testing her, though that hadn’t been his intent. He didn’t need for her to prove anything to him. She had earned that right.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, he closed his eyes for a moment to remember the layout of the home. They had asked questions, used sources to talk to servants, and paid off others to provide information about the floorplan they remembered from previous inhabitants, so he had a pretty good idea about where they needed to go.

      “You can relax,” he whispered to Elizabeth.

      She frowned for a moment, then nodded and released her facade.

      They hurried and reached a door near the end of the hall. It was unlocked, and Jonathan pushed it open to reveal a library. Bookshelves covered the walls, and the books crammed onto them were practically spilling out without any sense of organization. Many had leather bindings, though some were just held together with paper. More books were stacked on the ground, and even more on the table in the center of the room.

      Jonathan stepped inside, sweeping his gaze around while the other two followed him in.

      “How are we supposed to find anything in here?” Matthew whispered.

      The entire room looked as if the person who lived here had no concern for any organization. Jonathan picked his way around the room, stepping over piles and trying not to cause them to topple.

      “Keep an eye on the door,” he said to Elizabeth.

      Jonathan had gotten information about the room, so he had some idea of what they might find, though not enough. He would have planned for more time if he had known the mess that was going to be here. This would take too long.

      Matthew searched through the books, glancing at several of them before setting them back down. Jonathan turned his attention to the shelves. That was where somebody would have left the necklace they were here for. As he scanned the shelves, he didn’t see anything that would help. Maybe there was something on the table near the back wall.

      Much like every other place in the room, the table was covered with books and papers and seemed to have everything strewn about. There was no logical way for him to be able to find what they needed to.

      Jonathan turned in place, closing his eyes and focusing on the feeling of magic all around him. Maybe the person had hidden the necklace within magic. Or maybe there were some enchantments in place, though given what he had encountered when he’d first come here and how little he had detected, it was possible that he wouldn’t even notice. As he spun, Jonathan focused as much as he could on the possibility that there might be something hidden, but he did not feel anything.

      “Maybe it’s time for us to go,” Matthew said. “I know you don’t like leaving a job incomplete, but we also don’t need to risk ourselves. This is just a job.”

      Jonathan nodded. Matthew wasn’t wrong, and he was being practical. But Jonathan had been the one to agree to the job. Maybe because he still wanted to be the man he’d once been—the one who had earned the nickname of the Dragon—or maybe it was simple boredom. Still, now that he’d agreed to the job, he wasn’t going to back out.

      He glanced at the shelves, then started to pull the books down one at a time to see if he might be able to uncover anything within them. As he sorted through them, he realized there actually was a pattern to the books.

      During his time in prison, Jonathan had gotten better at recognizing patterns. He had always been good at it, but sitting in a cell for five years had given him an increased ability to recognize patterns. They were tied to a particular theme.

      In one section, the books were all about the city of Goranth in the south. In another, they were all about the El’aras. A third section was about sorcery.

      “What is it?” Matthew asked, joining him.

      “Here I thought there wasn’t any organization to this place,” Jonathan said.

      “It doesn’t seem like there is.”

      “Look at the books.”

      Matthew studied them, and when he reached the El’aras section, he plucked a few books off the shelf, stuffed them into his pocket, and then continued to look. “So there is some organization here,” he said, looking over to Jonathan and frowning. “What’s the point?”

      “I don’t know. Yet.” Jonathan made his way around the room and focused on the pattern. There had to be something with how the volumes of books were sorted on the shelves.

      He glanced down to the ground. The piles seemed to be organized as well, in a way he hadn’t noticed before. On one section of the floor were stacks of books, with papers strewn about overtop them. He found a pile of clothing in a separate area.

      In another section, there was a sculpture of a man holding on to his rounded belly, a childlike face looking up at them. The sculpture rested on its side, as if whoever had brought it here didn’t really care about whether it was valuable or whether it represented one of the gods.

      Jonathan moved some of the papers on the ground out of the way. “At least it’ll be a while before they know we’ve been here.”

      He got on all fours and slid his hands along the floor, searching for an opening. He moved over to the wall but didn’t find anything there either. Closing his eyes, he felt a faint tingle of magic. As he swept his hands across the ground and shifted another stack of books, he realized the rug beneath his hands was the source of that sensation.

      “We need to remove the rug,” Jonathan whispered. He traced his hands toward the edge, thinking he could feel where to pull it free.

      “How exactly do you expect us to be able to do that?” Matthew glanced over to where Elizabeth stood by the door, as if realizing that his voice had gone up too loudly. He turned back to Jonathan. “This floor is covered with stuff!”

      “It might be covered, but we have to look past all of that,” Jonathan said.

      He reached the corner of the wall and began to pull the rug up. Unsurprisingly, it rolled back fairly easily, and he scooted the contents of the floor along with him as he moved the rug.

      Matthew stood watching until, with a frustrated sigh, he joined Jonathan and helped peel the rug back. “If you’re wrong…”

      “If I’m wrong, then I’m wrong,” Jonathan said.

      He didn’t think he was, though. They rolled the rug back about four feet, enough so that there was a pile of books and papers—and, surprisingly, coins—near the center of the room.

      Then Jonathan saw the outline of a trapdoor. He grinned, jumped over the rug, and landed softly near it.

      “How did you know?” Matthew asked.

      “I didn’t know. I could feel something.”

      “If it’s enchanted…”

      “It might be,” Jonathan said.

      He waited until Matthew pulled the rug all the way back to reveal the entire door. Then Jonathan pried under the trapdoor with his knife, popping it up just a little bit. He held out his defensive enchantment in his other hand so he could protect himself.

      Nothing exploded at him.

      Jonathan breathed a sigh of relief as he opened the door fully and then looked underneath it. It wasn’t so much a door as it was an opening into a narrow chamber beneath the room.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      “You’re not going down there—”

      Jonathan didn’t give Matthew the opportunity to finish before he climbed down into the small chamber. He had to keep his head ducked to keep from hitting it on the ceiling.

      He fumbled for another enchantment in his pocket and found what he was looking for. A pale light soon emanated from the palm of his hand and illuminated the room.

      The space was little more than a few paces in either direction and probably only waist high were he not ducking. He crawled forward and had to brush cobwebs out of his face.

      He spotted a trunk at one end of the chamber. A few paintings had been stuffed under here as well, and Jonathan suspected that they were all incredibly valuable, but it was the trunk he headed toward. He could feel something calling to him, practically drawing him in.

      He hesitated as he approached, worried that there was some sort of magic within it, though he didn’t have that sense from it. The only thing he was aware of was a feeling of pressure coming from it.

      Jonathan reached it and grabbed the trunk, surprised by how heavy it was. He didn’t attempt to pry it open—not yet. He needed Matthew to help with that. As he dragged the trunk along the ground, he was all too aware of how loud he was being, and he worried that the owner of the home might realize they were stealing this trunk.

      And Jonathan fully intended to do that.

      When he reached the opening to the trapdoor, he nodded to Matthew. “Help me.”

      Matthew jumped down, and the two of them heaved the trunk back up and set it on the floor.

      “Well?” Matthew asked.

      Jonathan looked around him, trying to come up with an answer about what might be here, but he was concerned about lingering too long. “It’s going to be here. I know it.”

      He climbed out of the crawl space, reached for the enchantment that would help with the lock, and swept his hand over the trunk as he felt for magic. Either the trunk wasn’t enchanted, or he simply couldn’t detect it. It was possible that either was the case.

      Once he used the enchantment to trigger the lock, he pulled open the lid. They had been sent for a single piece of jewelry, and the necklace rested within the trunk. But there were other items inside that they could take. A trunk full of them.

      “Now we have a little something for ourselves,” Jonathan said, grinning.

      Elizabeth turned toward them. “I think we should go. I don’t like this. And…” She tipped her head and frowned. “I feel a thump below us.”

      Jonathan hadn’t heard anything, but if there was sound, it was possible that somebody knew they were there. He closed the trunk and hoisted it while carrying it.

      “Is that it?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan nodded. “We have it. And a little something extra.”

      Matthew set to work rolling the rug back into place, then shoved books across the floor and joined them. “We can’t let them know we were here. It might not even matter since they had the trunk hidden beneath the floor, but…”

      Jonathan reached into his pocket. “I have something that might help.” He pulled out an enchantment, focused on it for a moment, and activated it. He placed it underneath a stack of papers. “A little enchantment that supposedly makes everything heavy. This way they won’t be able to roll the rug back.”

      “Hey, why don’t we get moving?” Elizabeth urged, shooting them both a hard look. “I think…” She nodded to herself. “I think whoever owns the home is back.”
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      They reached the stairs, and Jonathan stayed close to Elizabeth. Matthew trailed behind with his sword unsheathed, though none of them really wanted to go down that road if they didn’t have to. Matthew was skilled with his weapon—far more skilled than anyone Jonathan had been around. Jonathan suspected the reason behind it was tied to Matthew’s family history, though Matthew never spoke of that.

      At the landing, Jonathan crept forward, squeezing his enchantment and ready for the possibility of an attack. Elizabeth concentrated on holding her facade in place. They moved carefully down the stairs, then made their way along the main hall and back the way they had come.

      The door to the kitchen opened while they were in the middle of the hallway. Elizabeth held her facade, sweat streaming down her brow. She was focusing far more than she had been. She was skilled, but even skilled sneaks had limits.

      “Somebody has been here,” said the person who stepped out of the kitchen. They were dressed in a jacket and pants, and there was a short sword strapped to their side.

      A guard.

      Jonathan had seen no guards when he had done his reconnaissance. Why now?

      The door to the kitchen opened again. An older man with sunken eyes and a balding head walked out and swept his gaze along the hall. “Are you sure?”

      “The markers we had at the doors have been disturbed,” the guard said.

      Jonathan and the others moved forward slowly, just a little bit to try to get out of the middle of the hallway. He didn’t want to stay here any longer than they needed, but they weren’t going to be able to open the door without drawing the attention of these new arrivals.

      Unless Elizabeth could hold that facade. She’d been maintaining it for a long time, and Jonathan didn’t know if she had the strength remaining to continue to do so.

      “At least at the back door,” the guard said. “I’ve placed protections so we’ll know if we have any disturbances.”

      “I do think you have been overreacting,” the balding man replied.

      “You pay me for protection.”

      “I pay you to warn me of anything I need to be concerned about.”

      “You pay me for protection,” the guard repeated.

      The homeowner chuckled. He took a bite out of a cookie, and Jonathan nudged Matthew and looked over to him. Matthew ignored him.

      The three of them stepped closer to the door.

      Jonathan leaned close to Elizabeth and whispered in her ear. “Do you think you can hold the facade of the door as we step through it?”

      “I should be able to,” she said. “Once we get out, I’m going to be spent.”

      That was all the time they were going to have. Once they reached the garden, they would have to either run or hide, or else they would get caught. One man with a sword wouldn’t be too much for them. But one man with a sword who had access to enchantments might be more than what they wanted to deal with. It all depended on what kind of enchantments the man had.

      Jonathan didn’t think it was worth risking that and putting them in danger. With the right combination of enchantments, they could definitely be overpowered. And here they stood so openly.

      The two men made their way toward them. They had to work quickly.

      Jonathan reached the door and pushed it open, trusting that Elizabeth held the facade. Matthew ducked out. Elizabeth went next.

      Jonathan lingered, looking through the facade to stare at the two men.

      “You really should hire more protection,” the guard said.

      The balding man grinned. “What makes you think I haven’t?”

      Jonathan didn’t wait to hear more, though he was curious about what kind of protection the man had hired. He closed the door behind them, and Elizabeth sank to her knees. Matthew helped her up, and they slipped into the garden behind some of the plants. They looked around and waited, but there was no sign of movement or anything that would suggest that the two men inside had been aware of them.

      “He said they had other protections,” Jonathan whispered to Matthew.

      “What other protections?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t really know.”

      “Magical?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “If there was something magical, I would’ve detected it.”

      “Are you sure?” Matthew said.

      “Pretty sure.”

      Only, he wasn’t entirely certain he would have. There were some types of magic that Jonathan wasn’t able to pick up on. Sorcerers were more skilled than other magic users, and though their power had a distinct signature to it, some sorcerers were able to conceal their use of magic.

      He glanced over to the home and stared at it for another moment. What if this man had hired a sorcerer to help protect him? Jonathan didn’t think it was likely, knowing that sorcerers were incredibly expensive, but then… He looked down at the trunk he held. Within this trunk was significant wealth, suggesting that the homeowner was not without the means to hire a sorcerer.

      And there was still the matter of who he was. When they had taken on the job, they had been given the location of the home and the man’s name, but not much else. Jonathan had scouted the job as much as he could and had known what they were supposed to find, but that was it. He should’ve been more careful.

      “Let’s get moving,” he said.

      They maneuvered through the garden, and when they reached the outer wall, they crept along until they found the gate. Jonathan moved forward first. He looked down the path leading up to the home but saw no movement. He paused there a moment, then tossed open the gate and stepped outside into the street. Elizabeth and Matthew followed. Once clear, they hurried away from the house.

      “Let me take that,” Matthew said, reaching for the trunk. “I can carry it easier than you.”

      Jonathan let him take it. Matthew was the stronger one, regardless of whether he wanted to admit the truth about himself. Following the Vileforn job, he’d started carrying more enchantments than he ever had before, so he probably had a dozen or more on him.

      “Head back to the house. Both of you,” Jonathan said. “We split up and find our way back. If you get caught…” He swung his gaze to each of them, practically demanding that they not get caught.

      Jonathan headed back toward the festival, using the smells and sounds to guide him. As he approached, he shifted his cloak, flipping it back around his shoulders so that he once again would look like he fit in. He changed his demeanor and his expression, trying to look like somebody with money and wealth, and he smiled as he made his way through the streets.

      Jonathan moved as quickly as he dared and did his best to blend into the activity of the festival. He didn’t belong, but that didn’t matter. It was all about appearance. It was all about confidence.

      He took a deep breath, pausing to watch the acrobats again. The tumblers were impressive as they flipped into the air before landing in a roll. The people around clapped and whistled, and Jonathan joined them. He then listened to the minstrels for a few moments before heading onward.

      When he neared the end of the street, he turned as if he were going to follow the crowd, but looked back the direction he had come. He thought he caught sight of the balding head of the homeowner.

      Not him. The man wouldn’t have any reason to come for Jonathan just yet. He wouldn’t know the trunk had been taken. Even if he did, it still wouldn’t change anything.

      Jonathan backed down the alley and shifted his cloak back. He paused from time to time, listening for any movement behind him, and thought he heard footsteps following him.

      For a moment, he felt the strange sensation of magic washing along his skin, but it passed, leaving him with the emptiness he had felt before. Maybe it was nothing more than his imagination, though Jonathan couldn’t shake the feeling he had felt something.

      When he reached the end of the alley, he ducked into the shadows, waiting to see if anybody might be following him. He didn’t see anyone when he looked backward.

      Matthew had the trunk, so Jonathan didn’t have to worry about someone trying to take it from him. But he should get back to their home. Once they regrouped, he could take the necklace they’d recovered to their employer and get payment.

      He stepped back out into the street but immediately paused again as footsteps thundered behind him. Jonathan quickened his pace, glanced backward, but didn’t see anything. He hurried forward, looking into the distance, focusing on whether there was any magic nearby. He didn’t know if there would be an enchantment in use here, though every so often he thought he felt something flicker. The sense left him unsettled and worried that somebody was using an enchantment to chase him.

      Jonathan ducked into another alcove off the street, shielding himself in the shadows. He knew this section of the city fairly well. The shops around him were all much nicer than the kinds he once had frequented. They had rows of windows and most were recently painted, a luxury not found in other parts of Ishan. He caught sight of various street signs, and he wondered how many of the vendors were back at the festival, attempting to make a little extra coin. Not nearly as many from here as there would be from some of the lower-end sections. The vendors here didn’t need the money as much as those from poorer parts of the city. Not that they would turn the money away, of course. They were merchants, after all.

      Jonathan watched for any sign of movement but saw nothing. He exhaled and told himself he had to relax. When he started moving again, he could swear that he heard footsteps. He spun but didn’t see anybody tailing him. Maybe it was just his imagination and he was being foolish.

      He reached a familiar intersection and entered a nearby business that he recognized.

      “I’m closing up,” a voice called.

      “I’m sure you are, Bartholomew,” Jonathan said, striding into his shop. “But I’m only here for a few moments.”

      Bartholomew straightened when he saw Jonathan. He was a large and balding man who gave off an energy that suggested he was not at all concerned about Jonathan’s sudden appearance in his shop. Had somebody tipped him off? Maybe he knew that Jonathan was pulling a job.

      “Didn’t expect to see you tonight, Dragon.”

      Jonathan smiled at the use of the nickname. There had been a time when he had been the Dragon, but it felt like so long ago. Before he had been imprisoned, certainly. Still, men like Bartholomew still remembered him as the Dragon, even if Jonathan struggled to be that person these days.

      “Is there anything I can help you with?” Bartholomew asked.

      “Maybe,” Jonathan said. He had a little time before he was to meet the others at the house, and given that he wanted to make sure he wasn’t followed, it made sense for him to spend a few moments here with Bartholomew. “Have you heard anything about that sorcerer?”

      Jonathan had already come to Bartholomew for help, partly because he was one of the few contacts Jonathan had in the city, and partly because Bartholomew was simply skilled at finding information. He didn’t love relying on him, mostly because Bartholomew was open to the highest bidder, but there were times when Jonathan had been forced to use him.

      “I would’ve tipped you off if I had heard anything about that, Dragon. Can’t have the Society getting in the middle of our line of work.” Bartholomew glanced around the shop, and his gaze lingered near a box on one shelf. Jonathan followed the direction of his gaze. Small items filled the shelf—enchantments, Jonathan suspected. “If you’d like me to keep looking for you, I certainly can. There may be an additional cost involved.”

      Jonathan found himself smiling. With Bartholomew, there was always a cost. “See what you can come up with. And if you find anything, send word through Matthew.”

      “You still working with him?”

      He caught the note of irritation in Bartholomew’s voice, and the smile on Jonathan’s face turned into a grin. “I’m still working with him. Always.”

      He walked to the door but paused as he glanced through the glass. He thought he’d caught sight of movement outside, and he was still worried that somebody had followed him, but he didn’t see anybody coming close. Just his imagination, then.

      “I suppose there’s something else you might be able to help me with,” Jonathan said, choosing his words carefully. “I heard rumors of a skilled sneak working in the outskirts of the city.” It would be vague enough that he hoped it wouldn’t attract too many questions, though he wasn’t entirely sure. “I’m always looking for people of skill. If you hear anything about this sneak, could you send word?”

      Bartholomew offered a shrug. “For you? I’m happy to. I thought you had your sneak, though.”

      “I do. But you know how I like to keep my options open.”

      Bartholomew nodded. “That it?”

      “For tonight.”

      Bartholomew frowned at him and looked as if he wanted to say something, but he bit it back. “It’s good to have you back and active in the city, Dragon. Say. I did hear something more about that woman you were asking about a while ago. Seems she’s packing to leave the city. Sounds like some spat between her and her man and… are you okay?”

      Carinna. That’s who Bartholomew was talking about.

      After finishing the job, Jonathan had surveilled her home a few times. Learning that she’d married Vileforn’s son left him worried that there might be a more intentional connection, but he’d never found one. Maybe she’d only been after him for his money.

      “I’m fine. You were saying?”

      “Well, I guess I wasn’t saying much. Just that her and her man got into a fight. Money problems, I’m sure. Once his old man got pinched by the king, not much for him, you know. She’s heading toward Yoran, then maybe beyond. My contacts don’t reach that far. I can look, if you want.”

      Did he?

      Carinna deserved to be happy. And she wouldn’t be with him.

      Maybe she never had been.

      “That’s not necessary. Just an old asset,” he said, his words tight. Jonathan nodded to the bin of enchantments. “What do you have there?”

      “A new collection,” Bartholomew said, his face splitting into a smile. “High quality stuff, too. Almost the rival of any sorcerer.” He shrugged slightly. “Then again, with the right enchanter, you don’t even need a sorcerer, do you?”

      “What are they?”

      “Mostly little poppers.” Bartholomew mimed an explosion by pulling his hands apart. “Nothing too drastic, but in the right setting they can be useful. Are you interested?”

      Not terribly, Jonathan wanted to say, but he also didn’t want to ruin his relationship with Bartholomew. He had to use him from time to time, and the man did have good insight. He had connections that Jonathan didn’t have access to without him.

      “How much?”

      “Normally I’d ask for ten silvers, but seeing as it’s you, I can part with them for eight.”

      It was a premium, and Jonathan normally wouldn’t even consider it. “I’ll give you six, but not more. If you have a supplier and these are useful, though, then I might be back.” It was a low offer, but the possibility of continual income would make up for it.

      Bartholomew grinned. “I could take that. Six it is.”

      Jonathan set the silvers on the counter, scooped up the box, and pulled open the door. “Send word if you hear anything.”

      Bartholomew nodded.

      As Jonathan reached the street, he was tempted to test the enchantments. He never wanted to rely on any without knowing whether they were going to be effective the way he needed. And with Bartholomew in particular, Jonathan had his doubts as to the efficacy of the enchantments, but now wasn’t the right time for that.

      He headed through the city, back the direction he’d been going. As he turned a corner, he saw a shadowy figure.

      This time, he was convinced of what he saw.

      Jonathan darted forward. He had his own collection of enchantments that he could use, and if it came down to dealing with somebody tailing him, he would use those rather than dipping into what he had just purchased. But at least he had something on hand.

      He hesitated a moment, then ducked into an alley and looked out into the distance. The shadowy figure was there, but now they were moving quickly. A speed enchantment. Such a thing wasn’t unheard of, though it was expensive. Had they been following him since the job? He didn’t think there had been a tracking enchantment, but those might be possible too.

      Maybe he’d made a mistake. He needed to get back out onto the street, not stay in the alley. At least in an open area he had a chance of running and staying ahead of anybody who might come at him, and he would be able to use more dangerous enchantments.

      He was still quite far from the festival, but he could lose himself in a crowd that way. If only he had a speed enchantment. Not that he didn’t have the ability to afford one, but he hadn’t considered it a need.

      Jonathan squeezed back to the entrance of the alley and ducked in the shadows. The figure appeared in the mouth of the alley near him, and Jonathan held his breath.

      The footsteps grew closer.

      He slipped past the figure, popped out onto the street, and started running, all while he clutched the small box he had purchased from Bartholomew under his arm.

      Jonathan cast a glance behind him, then slammed into an invisible wall and landed on his backside.
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      Jonathan scrambled as he tried to get back to his feet, but he wasn’t able to do so quickly. He bounced off something, and when he looked in front of him, he couldn’t see what he had crashed into.

      An invisible barrier.

      Someone was following him, but the barrier was too strong for one person’s enchantment. That could mean only one thing: a sorcerer.

      Jonathan reached for an offensive enchantment, but he wasn’t sure if that would work. He spun to face his attacker, then froze. “Jayna?”

      “You didn’t have to run,” his sister said.

      “What are you doing following me?”

      At least he had a better understanding of how he had been caught. His sister was a powerful sorcerer with incredible magic. She used her abilities in ways that Jonathan still did not fully comprehend. Since learning how skilled she was, he had even sought out rumors of Jayna, but was unsurprised that the stories about her were limited. Somebody like her would keep evidence of her abilities to herself.

      “I was trying to catch up with you so we could talk,” she said.

      “You didn’t have to follow me.” He frowned. “How long have you been after me?”

      “Long enough.”

      Could she have been the one trailing after him when he had been making his way toward the home? Jonathan had thought he had felt something, though he hadn’t been aware of what it was.

      Jonathan glanced along the street before turning his attention back to his sister. “Did you use some sort of magic to keep everyone else away?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Why would I need to do that?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you wanted to keep me from running.” A hint of darkness flashed in her eyes. “Fine. What are you after? I haven’t spoken to you much, so you showing up here now tells me you want something.”

      Jayna was smart. Very smart. How much had she been planning? Probably more than he realized. He needed to get back to Matthew and talk through what he knew.

      “You’ve remained active with your jobs,” she said. “Given your current—and previous—circumstances, that’s a bit surprising. I thought you might have gone quiet. If you keep this up, you’re going to get caught by the Sorcerers’ Society.”

      Jonathan snorted. “I don’t think the Society cares much about my kind of work.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Jayna said.

      “Because of Heziah?”

      Her face wrinkled in a deep frown at the mention of Heziah’s name. “The Society wants nothing to do with him.”

      “That seems unlikely to me, especially considering how powerful he is.”

      “Power doesn’t determine one’s standing within the Society,” she said.

      “Really? Your own standing in the Society would argue against that.”

      “That has nothing to do with my power.”

      Jonathan stared at her, holding her gaze, and finally looked away. There was no bragging in what she said, only a deep confidence. He smiled. “What exactly is your position within the Society?”

      “I can’t answer that.”

      “You know, it’s not like I have anything I can do with the Society. I’m not actively trying to harm them.” At least, that was what he would tell her. Anything he might learn about the Society would actually be useful to him, but it would be important for him to gain more insight before he did anything with it.

      Jayna glanced over to him. “We both know that’s not quite true.”

      And the truth of the matter was that he did know quite a lot about the Society. The problem was that they both wanted different things. Then again, she probably didn’t know everything he had done on her behalf—and if he had anything to say about it, she never would.

      He looked along the street. “Do you care to tell me why you came out here to have this conversation? There are plenty of other places.”

      “I would prefer to have a place where I didn’t need to worry about somebody listening,” Jayna said.

      Jonathan masked his surprise. “You have to worry about that within the palace?”

      She flicked her gaze to the side. He could practically feel the weight of it as she focused on something in the distance. “I have to worry about many things within the palace. Whether someone is listening is just one of them.”

      He snorted. “I thought that with your talent, you wouldn’t have to fear that.”

      Jayna turned her attention back to him. “My talent allows me to defend myself, but I’m not willing to do much more than that right now.”

      He waited for her to elaborate, but she fell silent.

      “Since you came out here, do you care to tell me what you want?” Jonathan asked.

      She regarded him. In that moment, he felt a faint tingle along his skin that suggested she was calling on magic, only he had no idea what kind or how much. Was she using an enchantment, or was this simply the sorcery she was drawing on?

      “I’d like to know more about this job you took,” she said.

      How much had she heard?

      Since they had dealt with Vileforn, he hadn’t seen his sister all that often. He knew she was keeping tabs on him, and while he had tried to do the same, he didn’t feel he was as skilled at it as she was. She had ways of slipping past him—and Matthew, which was even more impressive in some regards.

      “I was hired for a job, Jayna,” Jonathan said. “The same as usual. Besides, I didn’t think you cared to get involved. At least, you never did before.” With a flourish, he pulled one of the markers she had given him out of his pocket and flashed it to her.

      She smiled tightly. A bit of smoke drifted along the street and flowed toward her, but that might’ve been Jonathan’s imagination.

      “If that was all it was,” she said, “then you wouldn’t have Matthew sneaking down the street carrying a trunk. Now, before you get upset, know that I merely kept an eye on things. I can’t have my brother getting into trouble while I’m working for the king.”

      Was that all it was?

      Jonathan doubted that was the only reason. If that was all she was concerned about, she wouldn’t have come to him this way, and she wouldn’t have made the comment she had.

      What was she after?

      When it came to Jayna, he wasn’t exactly sure he knew. She had her own goals, and it was almost as if she were pulling her own jobs, but Jonathan had not figured that out yet. He needed to, but he wasn’t sure how to approach it. This was his little sister—or she had been, before he had ended up in jail. Now she was a grown woman.

      “You can’t need the money,” Jayna said. “You shouldn’t be hard up for that after breaking into the vault.”

      He arched a brow. “Does it matter?”

      “I’ve been keeping an eye on you, and you haven’t been spending lavishly. That tells me it isn’t about the coin. Which means there’s another reason. With you, Jonathan the Dragon,” she said, emphasizing the nickname he’d once been given, “I suspect that reason is all that matters.”

      She wasn’t wrong. It wasn’t about the coin. But he also hadn’t known that she’d been watching him. He had wondered. There were times when he thought that something was following him, and it reminded him of what he had experienced in the streets this time—enough of a feeling that there was some movement behind him, but nothing he could see or act on.

      “Maybe I have a reason,” he said.

      She nodded. “I suspected that you do. That’s why I came to you now.”

      “Because your secret had been spoiled?”

      “Because I figured you already knew,” Jayna said. “I wanted to come to you myself so that you didn’t chase after me.”

      That comment was a little unexpected. Why wouldn’t it be safe for him to find his sister? When he said something to that effect, she looked at him, the expression in her eyes one that left him with lingering questions.

      What was she involved in? Something dangerous, it seemed. That surprised him. This was Jayna, after all, and he didn’t think she’d get involved in something dangerous. That didn’t fit her.

      “Just know that it’s not safe for you to come after me,” she said.

      “I have operated safely in the city for a long time,” Jonathan said. “I think I can manage just fine.”

      “I’m not saying you couldn’t. And I’m well aware that you’ve been active a long time. I have as well, though you weren’t working for a significant portion of the time I have been.”

      Jonathan hadn’t considered that, though perhaps he should have. She might have some issues he hadn’t even evaluated. She had gone after Heziah and Vileforn on the king’s behalf, which suggested that she had others she wanted to deal with.

      “Let me help you,” he said.

      She grimaced. “There is very little you can do to help me. What I need to do is, unfortunately, my own challenge.” She twisted the ring she wore on her finger. Jonathan had seen it when he had first encountered her again. It looked like a gleaming red jewel. Jayna was never one for such baubles, which left him wondering what it was about that ring that made her fidget.

      “Does it have to do with Heziah?” he asked.

      Her frown deepened. “Heziah has not been active for quite some time. It’s probably for the best. Once he appears, I will deal with him.”

      “What if he has already revealed himself?”

      She tensed. “Then so be it. All that means is that he has drawn the attention of the Society—and me—on himself.”

      The way she said it suggested that she and the Society were separate. This was more information than he had anticipated her sharing. Could she be playing him? There was always that possibility. Jayna was smart, and he had already seen her play a different game than he knew, so it was possible that she was using him in some scheme. She had done so before, but this didn’t feel like that.

      “Do you need me to go after Heziah for you?” he asked.

      He knew the idea seemed laughable. His sister was a powerful sorcerer, but then again, so was Heziah. He had seen that. Gods, he had felt that. Heziah had demonstrated his strength enough that Jonathan understood the danger he posed. And if that was the case, how could he help his sister?

      “I don’t need—or want—you dealing with Heziah,” she said.

      “I’m your brother, Jayna. Your older brother. If he comes after you, then I will do whatever I have to in order to keep you safe.”

      She smiled slightly. “And here I thought I was the one who helped you.”

      Jonathan let out a heavy sigh. “You did.” He watched her. It had been years since he could claim that he knew his sister, and now he wasn’t entirely certain whether she was asking him to deal with Heziah, or if she was warning him against it. He didn’t know.

      “You’re afraid of something,” Jonathan said. “I’m not exactly sure what it is, but you’re concerned about what Heziah might do.”

      She crossed her arms. “I am appropriately concerned. But you need to stay away from him. He’s not exactly what you think him to be.”

      “He’s not a sorcerer?”

      “Oh, he might have been at one point, but he has dabbled in other powers.”

      “And what about you?” Jonathan asked.

      Jayna twisted her ring again. “I might’ve dabbled in other powers as well. I can have my people keep an eye on him.”

      What had his sister gotten into?

      Only, it was more than just that. He had been looking for information about Heziah and had spent a considerable amount of wealth in order to do so. Heziah would be seeking revenge, and Jonathan wanted to be ready for the moment he came after it.

      Not only did he need to better understand who Heziah was and what motivated him, but he also needed to find ways of protecting himself. Jonathan had spent significant money on enchantments, using everything he could to ensure that he was prepared. He had a steady source of them. Eventually, Jonathan suspected that source would dry up, but thankfully, having access to enchantments was fairly easy within the city.

      “If you didn’t come to ask me about that, then why did you come?” Jonathan asked.

      “I wanted to know what you’re doing with these jobs.”

      “Back to that again?”

      “That’s the only reason I came,” Jayna said.

      He scoffed. “I doubt that.”

      “You can doubt it all you want, but it’s true.”

      Jonathan sighed and looked back down the street, toward the house they had broken into. He wasn’t able to see anything, but he had a general idea of where it was in relation to where they were now.

      “I was asked to reclaim something that was taken,” he said.

      “Asked?”

      He shrugged. “I do have something of a reputation.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” she said. “I’m just curious why you would risk yourself. You have enough wealth. I can’t imagine that where you went was worthwhile.”

      “Perhaps not,” Jonathan said. “But the person who hired me wasn’t able to regain something of value to them, so they asked me to.”

      “They hired you to claim a…”

      “A necklace.”

      “A necklace,” Jayna said, eyebrows raised. “You, Jonathan Aguelon, going after a necklace that couldn’t be worth more than a handful of gold coins.”

      “Probably not even that,” Jonathan said.

      “Then why would you have gone after it?”

      “Because it had value to them.”

      She snickered. “It had value… You can’t honestly tell me that you took a job just because you wanted to help someone?”

      “Why can’t I?”

      “Because I know you. That’s not why you take jobs.”

      Jonathan stared at her, meeting her eyes for a moment before shaking his head. “Fine. If you need to know, I was told that there was something else of value that I would be able to claim, and I did.”

      “The contents of the trunk,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s more like it.”

      He hated that he had to admit to something that wasn’t true, though when it came to his sister, Jonathan and the truth had a strained relationship. It had always been that way between him and Jayna. She watched him, almost as if she knew the struggle he had. Could she know that he wasn’t telling her the truth? He had no idea whether or not she could, but she seemed to be staring at him more intently than he had seen from her before.

      “How much did you take?” she asked.

      “Does it matter?”

      She breathed out slowly. “I suppose it doesn’t. All that matters to you is how much you get. I keep hoping you will change someday.”

      “I’m a thief. That’s all I know.”

      Jayna looked at something behind him. He glanced in that direction and noticed a hint of shadows that seemed to be pooling, then turned back to his sister. A tingling sensation washed over his arms. What was she doing now? He suspected that she was drawing on some of her magic, but he wasn’t exactly sure why. What reason would she have?

      “Be safe,” she said.

      He frowned. “That’s it? You did all of this just to come and tell me to be safe?”

      She turned and headed down the street, and before long, she disappeared. It was almost as if Jayna used a facade, though whatever she might use would be incredibly skilled—far more than anything even Elizabeth would be able to do. Jayna would have enough power to conceal herself in ways Elizabeth wouldn’t be capable of.

      Jonathan debated following her, but as much as he might want to see what she was going to do, he doubted he would be able to catch up to her quickly enough. Even if he did, it was unlikely that he was going to be able to find anything anyway. She would disappear.

      He let out a frustrated sigh, turned, and headed back to the streets. It was time for him to return to the house.

      As he jogged, his mind kept churning over what Jayna had said to him. She was trying to give him a warning, but why? As much as he considered himself a skilled planner, Jonathan suspected that she exceeded him in her smarts. She had used him already, with a kind of skill and planning that suggested far more capability than he possessed.

      And she was working with the Sorcerers’ Society, so he had to be careful with her, not just with Heziah. Both were dangerous, and for very different reasons.
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      The home Jonathan shared with the others was well furnished. They had bought it from a wealthy merchant—at least, from a merchant who had once been wealthy. At the time of the purchase, the man had been going through a difficult time and needed for them to take the property off his hands so that he wouldn’t default on his other loans. Jonathan and Matthew had been more than happy to take the property over, knowing that having a base of operations, even one that was beyond their means normally, was incredibly valuable.

      Jonathan found the upper lounge empty. A fire crackled in the hearth, and he looked around for a sign of the others. He wouldn’t have expected Elizabeth or Matthew to have gotten here that quickly. Then again, Matthew moved swiftly at all times, so maybe he shouldn’t put it past him. If Jonathan had not been waylaid by his sister, he might have had an easier time getting back.

      He took a seat, resting his head back into the plush leather chair, and closed his eyes for a moment. It was only a moment, but he fell asleep, and his mind drifted to a place it often went while he slept. He had been in prison for five years, and in that time he had lost a part of himself. The man who had emerged from prison was more jaded and, when he was honest with himself in times like this, a little less confident. There had been a time when Jonathan believed that any job could be done, and now he questioned himself and wondered whether he should even take jobs.

      A noise nearby startled him.

      He sat up quickly, rubbing sleep from his eyes and taking a moment for his groggy mind to clear. He looked over to the fireplace and let out a breath.

      “I didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan shifted in his chair and looked over to his friend. “I thought about taking my time, but I ran into Jayna on my way here.”

      Matthew took a seat across from him, resting his hands in his lap. “You ran into her, or she found you?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “She found me. That’s sort of how she’s been doing things these days.”

      “And she just snuck up on you?” Matthew asked. When Jonathan nodded, Matthew snorted. “She’s done that to me a few times too. Almost like she’s trying to keep track of me. Or maybe you. I’ve started watching out for her so that she can’t surprise me. Do you think she knew about the job?”

      He pulled the necklace out of his pocket and handed it to Jonathan.

      Jonathan stared at the jewelry, which was made of gold. A symbol in the center reminded him of some of the enchantments he had seen in the past, though it wasn’t an enchantment, at least as far as he could tell. He felt no sense of magic.

      It was of decent quality, though not so much that it would have been worth him breaking into a house like that in the past. Risking himself and his team was something he wouldn’t have done before.

      But now? He didn’t really have an answer for that. The only thing he knew was that he had needed to do this job.

      “Jayna probably knew.”

      “Why do you think the necklace was so valuable to them?” Matthew asked.

      “I don’t really know,” Jonathan said. He wrapped the chain around his fingers, squeezing it in his palm. “Only that they were pretty desperate to get it back.”

      “Something that makes a man desperate to get it back usually has more value than we know.”

      Jonathan turned the necklace in his hand, regarding it carefully. “I thought about that too. Maybe it’s just some ancient relic, or maybe there’s some magic in it that I haven’t been able to determine.”

      “Do you think there is?” Matthew said.

      “I can’t exactly tell. I will make the handoff later. I don’t really feel like heading over there tonight.”

      Matthew leaned back, laughing. “The great Jonathan Aguelon doesn’t want to travel through the city at night?”

      “Well, it can be a little dangerous, and I tend to avoid danger. It would upset my delicate constitution,” Jonathan said, and Matthew snorted. “I figure that if I can take a little longer, maybe we can figure out why we were hired for the job.”

      “‘Why did you take the job’ would be better question. You’ve been accepting all sorts of strange jobs like that lately. Why this one? And why were they willing to hire us?” Matthew locked eyes with him for a moment, and there was a silence that settled like a weight over the room.

      “I don’t know,” Jonathan said. “No one else did it, so I agreed to.”

      “Are you trying to make amends for something?” Matthew asked.

      “I am just trying to keep us busy.”

      Having wealth made it so that they didn’t have to take jobs, but as much as Jonathan hated to admit it, being comfortable was also an easy way to fall into stagnation. He didn’t want that for them.

      They sat in silence as they watched the fire crackle in the hearth. Jonathan traced his finger along the symbol on the necklace and felt the mark, though he had no idea whether there was anything within the markings he could identify.

      If he and his sister were on better terms, he would’ve been able to ask her. Given her connection to the Society, Jayna probably had access to a larger storehouse of knowledge than anything he had, which would make it much easier for her to determine whether there was anything in the necklace or its pattern that they should know about.

      The door to the room opened. Elizabeth strode in, biting into a hunk of bread and chewing. Her nose wrinkled as she did. “I would’ve expected both of you to be asleep by now.”

      “Why?” Matthew said.

      Elizabeth grinned. “Because you’re old.”

      “And here I thought you would have been the one asleep. Considering how much you needed to do tonight, I figured you would be tired.”

      Jonathan glanced over to Matthew. At least he hadn’t told her that Jonathan had napped.

      She shrugged. “I got a little bit of rest, and now I feel better. Maybe not perfect, so don’t ask me to pull another job, but I feel fine.”

      “Fine?” Jonathan asked.

      “Don’t go trying to be my father,” she said. She bit down on the bread again, watching both of them. “How much did we take?”

      “There were probably about five hundred gold coins in the chest,” Matthew said.

      “Five hundred.” She whistled, spitting out the bread in the process. “Do you know that there was a time when that amount of gold would have impressed me?”

      Jonathan nodded. “That amount of gold should still impress you. Wealth can come and go.”

      “With as many gems as we took from Vileforn, we have more than enough.”

      Jonathan shared a look with Matthew. There was always the concern in Jonathan’s mind that even though they had taken enough, and even though they felt as if they had enough, that something might happen that would take it from them.

      It was probably a ridiculous belief that he didn’t need to be concerned about, but part of Jonathan still worried and wondered whether that wealth would vanish.

      That was a reason why Jonathan wanted to keep using his skills. There was always the possibility that he might need to use them again. That had been his mindset ever since leaving prison. He knew what it was like to gain everything he wanted, only to lose it. He knew he might be overreacting, but he also thought they were just sensible precautions.

      “You keep telling me to be careful, so I’m doing that,” Elizabeth said.

      “Cautious,” Jonathan said. “That way you recognize the potential dangers, but if you’re overly careful, you won’t have fun with what you have.”

      “Like this place?”

      He shrugged. “You don’t like it?”

      “It’s fine. I guess.” She grinned before turning to the door. “I might go out for a little while. Don’t wait up.”

      When she was gone, Matthew snorted. “You have to be careful not to parent her too much.”

      “I’m not trying to be a father to her. Besides, I’m not even old enough to be her father.”

      Matthew laughed, then straightened his face. “Oh. You’re serious. Of course not. The great Jonathan Aguelon could not be old.” He got to his feet. “If you want company when you return the necklace, let me know. I’m willing to go with you.”

      Matthew left, and Jonathan sat in the room alone. He embraced the warmth, letting the feeling of the fire flow over him, the comfort of it. He drifted off, and he had dreams of captivity before he came back around.

      Sunlight streamed into the window when he awoke, and Jonathan got up, feeling stiffness in his neck and his back—both age and time from sitting in place getting to him.

      Perhaps Elizabeth was right. He was getting old. He couldn’t sleep in the chair anymore, at least.

      He squeezed the necklace, which was still in his hand. It was time for him to return it to the owner.

      After everything he had done, he was ready to hand it over. He grabbed one of his nicer cloaks and settled it around his shoulders. Taking a cane from the rack near the front door, he tapped it on the ground. Carrying it would be useful, as it was not only decorative but something that many wealthy men in the city would walk with. This cane was more than that, though. It could be a weapon, and he had engineered it in such a way that a blade could shoot out of the end. There were even several enchantments that had been buried in the handle that he could activate.

      Jonathan had learned to be careful. He had always been so before, but ever since dealing with Heziah, he had decided that he needed to be even more careful.

      He made his way quickly through the city until he reached the outer district, then turned toward the small church. Matthew might be following him, as Jonathan wouldn’t put it past him to keep tabs on him. Then again, Matthew already knew where he was going.

      Something that Jayna had said stayed with him. She had commented on him not spending his haul from Vileforn’s job. She had been wrong. He’d been spending some of it, trying to understand whether Heziah would be a danger to them, but even with that, he had not needed to spend all that much money. For the most part, he saved what he could. He hadn’t told Matthew yet, but eventually, Jonathan wanted to stop pulling jobs. He was ready to abandon the risks unless they were necessary. Maybe that was from his time in prison, when he had been able to sit and contemplate, or maybe he had simply matured.

      He found the church much different in the daylight. When he and Matthew had come at night, the darkness and the fog had made everything feel almost a haunted. He still approached carefully now. He doubted that he was in any danger, especially as he had been hired by the priest, but he still wanted to be cautious. He tapped his cane on the ground before he headed toward the door, tracing a finger along one of the enchantments.

      As he reached the door of the run-down church, he squeezed his hand around the necklace. Then he went inside.

      He found a lantern glowing near the altar.

      Jonathan stared at it for a moment and noticed symbols marked into the altar—ones that seemed to carry meaning, though he wasn’t able to decipher them. He had never been a religious person, not the way even Matthew had been once. Matthew was more spiritual than religious, but definitely had his views on where they belonged in the world.

      Jonathan wandered and traced his hand along the wooden altar. Reeds were placed in front of the altar, as if to help in the celebration, or to allow people to kneel in front of it. Dust tickled his nostrils, and he tried to avoid sneezing.

      “The church is closed… Oh. Mr. Aguelon.”

      Jonathan turned. The priest stood in the doorway leading to the back of the church, with his hands clasped in front of him. A heavy robe hung from his shoulders, concealing his hands and everything else. He wore jewelry, all of it with the symbols of the church, and none of it familiar to Jonathan. The symbols reminded him of ones that were used for enchantments.

      “I didn’t expect to see you so soon,” the man said.

      “You asked me to complete a job.”

      “I realize that, but I assumed that doing it would be far more difficult for you.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Well, you hired me for a job, and it’s done.”

      “May I… May I see it?” The priest practically trembled as he held his hand out.

      Jonathan smiled at him. He unwrapped the necklace from around his hand and gave it to the priest. “Here it is.”

      The man’s eyes widened, and his breath caught. “It’s been so long,” he whispered.

      “How long ago was it taken?”

      The priest looked over the necklace, and a light in his eyes seemed to reflect off the necklace, catching the light from the lantern in the room. It was almost as if there was some holy glow in his gaze. “A long time.”

      “How was it stolen?” Jonathan asked. He didn’t necessarily need to know, though he was curious about how the necklace had been taken from the priest and his people.

      “It happened long enough ago that I don’t even know the truth. The necklace was taken from the church, not from me.” He waved his hands around him, indicating the church. “We once had many items like it, many items that demonstrated the strength of the gods and our position with them. They represented us in a way that helped us know where we stood with the gods.”

      “What happened?”

      “They were taken.” The priest shook his head sadly. It was then that Jonathan realized just how much older the priest was than he had thought. He had deep wrinkles in the corners of his eyes, and the few hairs on his head were gray, thin, and wispy, almost as if they were attempting to fall out. “We learned not to fight. Fighting only leads to violence.”

      “Fighting is violence,” Jonathan said.

      “Not always. Sometimes, fighting is necessary, but not in this case.”

      “Tell me what the necklace means to you.”

      “It means that we have brought a part of the church back.” The priest stared at the necklace. “I don’t suppose you would be available for other jobs.”

      Jonathan had no idea what an item like this would mean to a church. It was obviously important to the priest, to the point where he had told Jonathan to keep whatever additional treasure he found.

      And now the priest had something else he needed Jonathan for. Jonathan wasn’t entirely sure whether he wanted to pull another job on his behalf, but he also wasn’t about to turn down any jobs.

      “I could be,” Jonathan said. “It depends on what you have.”

      “Something of great interest to those who care about such things.” The priest leaned in, almost conspiratorially. “And something that might be of interest to a man like you, Mr. Aguelon.”

      Jonathan couldn’t help but feel as if this was a trap, though that would be surprising. The priest had not struck him as someone to be concerned by, and before taking the job, Jonathan had even ensured that he had investigated his background, to know whether he was anyone to be wary of. There had been nothing. So why was the priest looking at him like this?

      “What is it?” Jonathan asked.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve heard of the El’aras.”

      Everything within Jonathan went cold. The El’aras were a powerful race of people. They had a natural type of magic, something that was different than even sorcery, and while they had once been common in these lands, they had been pushed out long ago. There were El’aras who blamed sorcerers, and others who simply claimed that it was the result of time and the El’aras losing interest in these lands. Still others believed that there was something more sinister involved, some other power. Why would a priest ask him about the El’aras?

      “I think most people have heard of the El’aras,” Jonathan said.

      “There is a certain item that has been moved into the city. It’s an ancient El’aras item that is also valuable to the church.”

      Jonathan arched a brow at him. “Like the necklace.”

      “Not exactly. The item I’m referring to was never part of the church, but there are some who claim that it is an older, important item.” The priest looked at the necklace and smiled tightly. “I never thought I would see this again. I think most within our congregation thought it was lost. It’s said that it had been worn by the Lady Serene herself.”

      Even though Jonathan didn’t follow the religion, he knew the story. The Lady was once a woman of nobility and power, and had supposedly come through these lands and freed them from dangers. At the priest’s mention of the El’aras, Jonathan wondered if the followers believed that those dangers were tied to the El’aras. It didn’t really matter to Jonathan, but if the necklace was rumored to have been worn by Lady Serene, it was even more valuable than he had known. Would that have changed anything for him? Probably not, but he might’ve asked for better pay. Or any pay.

      “I don’t suppose you would mind telling me where you found this,” the priest said.

      “A home in a merchant section of the city,” Jonathan replied. He shared with the priest where they had found it, which elicited a deep frown.

      “Rory,” the priest said, and he shook his head. “He has been involved in other attacks on the church in the past. Rory is something of a collector. He sees these items as valuable, rather than sacred. He takes from the church, and he destroys.”

      “Well, it wasn’t the easiest of jobs, so I’m glad it’s over with, but now you have to keep it safe. I hope you have a way of doing that.”

      The priest nodded. “We can protect it. And we will. I thank you for bringing it back to me. To us.”

      “The necklace was supposedly enchanted with great power,” Jonathan said, remembering the stories he’d heard of Lady Serene and her necklace.

      “That is little more than rumor, unfortunately. While most have heard the story of the Lady, they also don’t listen to the other part of it. It was said that she wore the necklace as she traveled through here, which is why we consider it sacred.”

      “And that’s the only reason?”

      “Perhaps not the only,” the priest said, smiling. He swept his gaze around the church before pausing again. “Regardless, if I may be so bold, I would suggest another opportunity for you. If you choose to take it, you may find that you are rewarded in ways you cannot anticipate.” He held up his hands on either side of him. “Heavenly rewards.”

      Jonathan snickered. “I prefer more practical rewards myself, but sometimes a job is a job. Why don’t you tell me about it?”

      “Are you sure this fits with your interest?”

      “Well, that’s a different matter altogether, but I would have to talk to the rest of my team before we make any decisions.” And given who was on his team and what Jonathan suspected of a particular member, he thought the job would be of interest to them. “In order for us to make a decision, though, I do need information.”

      The priest tipped his head. “Of course. I will tell you all that I can. Now, it is an unusual collection, but that is what makes it valuable.”

      As he began to share with Jonathan what he knew, Jonathan realized that it might be even more valuable than he had imagined.
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      Once Jonathan was outside in the street, he paused and looked around. In this part of the district, there was a feeling of energy, of power, and a hint of something more. He tried to determine just what that something more was, but even as he peered around, he wasn’t able to pick up on what that was. He didn’t see anything that would explain whether he needed to be concerned about anything at all. As far as he knew, this part of the city was quiet.

      Jonathan made his way carefully to the outskirts of the district, and he began to have the sensation that somebody was following him again. He slowed, sweeping his gaze around, wondering if that was imagined or not. He had felt something similar when his sister had been tailing him, and now Jonathan couldn’t help but wonder if maybe she had continued to follow him.

      He paused at a street corner and gazed toward the distant palace. Jayna would be there serving the king and doing things Jonathan still marveled at.

      He tried to ignore the feeling of somebody following him, but he couldn’t shake it completely. Every so often, he stopped at an intersection and looked behind him to ensure there wasn’t anybody there.

      A strange pressure began to build.

      Magic.

      Jonathan could feel that power, could feel the effect of it, and he knew that whatever was out there, whatever he detected, was nearby. Somebody was using magic as they watched him.

      The problem was always trying to determine the source of the magic. At this point, Jonathan could not tell what it was. Maybe it was just an enchantment. Matthew often used enchantments, so it wouldn’t be entirely out of character for him, but he didn’t think that was what he detected.

      Could it be his sister? He doubted any other sorcerer would have made their way this far out to the edge of the city. The Society viewed themselves as far more proper than that. They believed they belonged in a nicer section of Ishan, and definitely not in the slums.

      When the tingling sensation of magic washed over him again, Jonathan hesitated and looked around. Maybe it really was Jayna. But why would she have followed him again?

      It was daylight, and bright enough that he should be able to see anybody trying to follow him, but he didn’t. He didn’t dare risk going any farther without knowing for certain. Rather than continuing, he reached into his pocket and slipped on one of his defensive enchantments. He had his cane, but the ring that he placed onto his finger was much better protection.

      He reached for another one, squeezing it in his fist. On it was a symbol that showed a series of geometric shapes all linked together. There was a pattern to those shapes, and Jonathan had come to understand that the way they were combined mattered because they granted increasing power to the enchantment.

      A flicker of shadowy movement came near him. He triggered the defensive enchantment on his finger. It might be premature and unnecessary, but he was going to be ready.

      Some magical force slammed into the invisible barrier that surged around him, and he grunted. He squeezed his hand around the other enchantment, ready to activate it. Nothing came, and he turned in place.

      Another tremor blasted into the enchanted barrier he had put up. There were limits to how long the enchantment would hold. Jonathan had not tested these particular enchantments, so he had no idea how long they would work. Some of that depended on how powerful the magic used against him was.

      He wasn’t going to just stand here and take the assaults.

      It was time to go on the offensive.

      Jonathan triggered the enchantment in his palm, and a burst of white light exploded outward, sweeping across the street in a ball. In one section of the street, he could detect nothing—a void. It was almost as if somebody had absorbed the power that the enchantment had thrown at them. The ability to do that would require considerable magic. Either that, or some kind of defensive enchantment.

      Even with a defensive enchantment, Jonathan would’ve expected to have detected some rebound of power coming off it. That he had not suggested that wasn’t the case.

      He tapped the cane, withdrew the knife inside it, and held it out as he darted toward the source. As he moved, he also gripped the head of the cane, ready for the possibility that he might need to trigger the enchantments trapped within.

      “Reveal yourself,” he said.

      Another burst of power slammed into him. Jonathan reacted again by holding on to the protective barrier. Thankfully, there was still enough power left in the enchantment, but how long would that be the case? Each time the magic assaulted him, he found himself worrying more and more about his ability to withstand the attack. Eventually…

      Jonathan wasn’t going to think about what might eventually happen. What he cared about now was what he could do, and how he could do it. If he faced a sorcerer, they would have a nearly endless supply of magic. He had enchantments, but those might not be enough.

      He pushed outward with another defensive enchantment. Another ball of light blasted out from him, hitting another barrier before fading. Jonathan could practically feel that void.

      It had to be coming from a sorcerer. He wouldn’t be able to overwhelm someone with that power. His only options were to run—and he wasn’t even sure that he could outrun a sorcerer—or to wait and hope they would give up. There were plenty of sorcerers who weren’t up for a fight. If they encountered somebody with enough enchantments, they might fear being overpowered. He had been through that once or twice, and although that was a small possibility, he also didn’t know if he had enough enchantments to risk it.

      But the alternative was doing nothing.

      He squeezed the cane, using one of the explosive enchantments in it. Streaks of light shot outward, and this time he angled them directly at where he had sensed the void. Each blast was absorbed. He triggered another enchantment on the cane. It would take some work to reactivate it, but if he got out of this, then it would be worth it.

      A concussive blast thundered outward.

      And it was absorbed.

      Jonathan froze. Whoever was here really was incredibly powerful.

      He had a few more defensive enchantments, but would they be enough? He tossed the enchantment he held at the sorcerer. If this worked, it might knock them to the side and buy him a few moments.

      As it burst, he sprinted in the opposite direction.

      Then he smashed into an invisible barrier and fell to the ground. It was like the power Jayna had used on him.

      He rolled to his side, held the cane out, and waited for the sorcerer’s inevitable presence.

      But there was only laughter.

      Jonathan recognized the source.

      Heziah.
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      Jonathan moved forward with his protective enchantments held in front of him. He knew he couldn’t outrun Heziah. The man was a skilled sorcerer, and even if he weren’t skilled, the fact that he was a sorcerer at all would make him a challenging opponent.

      The haze lifted, and Heziah stood across from him. He was dressed in a dark robe, looking more alert—and certainly more sober—than Jonathan had seen him before. His hair was cut short, and his skin was deeply tanned as if he had been working in the sun.

      He twisted a ring on his finger and regarded Jonathan with a sneer on his face and amusement in his flat gray eyes.

      Heziah appeared unconcerned about how Jonathan strode toward him, holding out his enchantments.

      “Do you intend to attack me?” Heziah asked.

      Jonathan would have loved to. He regarded the sorcerer and tapped his cane on the ground, debating what he would do. “I had hoped I might.”

      Heziah flashed a wolfish grin. “Hope. What a wonderful sentiment. You hoping to do something.”

      Jonathan squeezed the cane. He was not going to be able to deal with Heziah very easily. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was hoping to have a conversation with you.”

      Jonathan glanced along the street and searched either side of him. As he suspected, there was no one around. No one would come for him, and he didn’t expect any help. Not even from his sister. She might be the only person he could hope for.

      “You can rest assured that we will have an opportunity to speak in solitude,” Heziah said. “I wouldn’t want anyone or anything to interrupt us. It has been far too long, Jonathan Dragon.”

      “Great,” Jonathan muttered.

      Heziah didn’t move. “You should not be disappointed.”

      Jonathan squeezed the cane again. There was still an enchantment within it, and there was still the blade at the end. Those would be useful if he needed to use something. He might not be as skilled in combat as Matthew, but he wasn’t helpless. “Not disappointed. I’m glad you came. I have a chance to subdue you, and then I can bring you to the Society.”

      Heziah laughed, a dark and terrible sound. “Do you think the Society cares all that much about what I do?”

      There was an arrogance to him that was so unlike the Heziah that Jonathan remembered meeting in the tavern. Then again, that Heziah had been little more than an act. He had been playing Jonathan the entire time. Now Jonathan had to find a way to play Heziah back. The problem was that he didn’t have a plan for it.

      “Are you going to tell me what you’re really doing here?” Jonathan said.

      Heziah’s grin returned. “We haven’t seen each other in months, and you would rush to such conversation? I’m disappointed. Truly, I am. I thought you would be more interested in having a respectable discussion.”

      Heziah waved his hand, and there was a moment where the protection around Jonathan began to fade. But Jonathan triggered the enchantment again, and it solidified once more.

      As he watched Heziah, Jonathan had no idea how much control it required for him to suppress that enchantment. He was a powerful sorcerer, but how powerful?

      “How many enchantments do you have on you?” Heziah asked.

      Jonathan gripped the cane. “I have enough.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “After our last job, I’ve stayed well supplied.”

      “Such a shame that my Society would sell services like that,” Heziah said. “It allows magic to be used by those who don’t understand it.”

      “I understand it just fine.”

      Heziah snorted. “I’m sure you do.”

      Jonathan reached into his pocket for his enchantments. He was not going to be surprised.

      “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “Or what?” Jonathan said. “You can’t overpower my protections, so don’t tell me what to do.”

      Heziah smiled, flicked his wrist, and moved his hand in a quick pattern.

      Jonathan was ready. He triggered the defensive protection while at the same time activating an enchantment on the cane. He figured that he could push out a burst of power, but the magic washed over Heziah uselessly.

      At least the defensive enchantment held. But for how long?

      “It seems we are at an impasse,” Heziah said. “So I will just get on with it. I came to offer you something. A job. I find myself in a position where I need to employ someone with a skill set I do not possess. But you do.”

      “I see.”

      “As you can imagine, this troubles me greatly.” Heziah’s tone was one of exaggerated disappointment.

      “No,” Jonathan said.

      “You haven’t even heard the job.”

      “No.”

      At this point, with Heziah involved, Jonathan did not need to hear more. The only thing he had to know was how to get out of here without dealing with Heziah any longer. He had done enough.

      “Jonathan Aguelon refusing a job?” Heziah said. “You have been so eager to take other jobs, though. Always so interested in stealing from those who are far more fortunate than you. That’s why you broke into Rory Nerlin’s home, is it not?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jonathan tried to keep his face as neutral as possible so that Heziah would not be able to read anything on his face, though he wondered if he was successful.

      “I’m sure,” Heziah said. “Much like I’m sure you don’t know that the necklace you acquired for the church is a rare item of incredible power.” He cocked his head, frowning as he studied Jonathan. “An item of incredible magical power.”

      Jonathan held his gaze and refused to look away. Certainly, had there been something within the necklace, he thought he would have been able to determine that in the time he had held it. He had tested it, using whatever connection he had in order to see if there was any flow of power within the necklace, and he’d come up empty. There was no real magic within it, nothing he had to be concerned about.

      There was more than that, though, especially after having talked with the priest and learning the origin of the necklace. It had been the Lady’s necklace, so there was the possibility that it might be magical, especially given the stories about the Lady. But he hadn’t felt anything, and the priest had claimed that it did not have magic within it. Jonathan was inclined to believe him.

      “Well,” Jonathan said. He tapped the cane on the ground, sweeping his gaze around him briefly as he struggled to find a way out of this situation. “Seeing as how I’m not particularly interested in your job, I think it’s time that you and I part ways.”

      “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not taking anything on your behalf. The last time I worked with you—”

      “You became rich,” Heziah said, sneering at him. “Don’t act as if you did not gain from that arrangement. Besides, I seem to recall you being the one to find me, and not the other way around. You were the one who benefited. Your entire crew, other than me. Perhaps I should go to Matthew. Or Elizabeth. Or maybe Leland.” Heziah tipped his head to the side, the sneer shifting into a dangerous grin. “How are they, anyway?”

      Jonathan knew this was Heziah’s way of baiting him, and he needed to be careful.

      “I’m sure they are fine,” Jonathan said. He suspected that Heziah knew exactly who had pulled the necklace job with him.

      “You don’t know?” Heziah sounded shocked, though there was mockery in his tone. “I just presumed that you would have kept tabs on them. I thought they would’ve stayed close to you.”

      Jonathan offered a bored shrug. He traced his finger over the enchantments on the cane. Were there enough remaining if he had to use them on Heziah? Probably not. And even if there were, Jonathan increasingly wasn’t sure that anything he did would even matter against somebody like Heziah.

      “I gave them their cut,” Jonathan said.

      “And what about my cut?” Heziah’s tone turned dark and dangerous.

      “Considering that you intended to betray us, I think you got what you deserved.”

      “You found me. Remember that, Jonathan Dragon.” Heziah sneered, then laughed. “The Dragon. What a wonderful nickname. You do so enjoy it, don’t you?”

      Jonathan said nothing.

      “The Dragon. The terrifying creature of myth and legend. As if you could be something like that.”

      “I am not,” Jonathan agreed.

      “There are some who believe that dragons exist.” Heziah arched one brow. Where was he was going with this? Why talk about children’s stories? “And some who claim that they have been seen, including recently. Though dragons of story are not real, there are things that are real enough.”

      “Maybe somebody just saw an enchantment.”

      Heziah waved his hand. “No enchantment could mimic a dragon. Besides, who would want to do that?”

      “Somebody wanting to keep a man like you at bay. Or perhaps somebody who wanted to find safety.”

      Heziah sniffed. “There is no safety in this city.”

      “Let it go,” Jonathan said.

      “I will not.”

      Jonathan started to turn. “Then you will be letting me go.” He readied himself to use his enchantments and bring the knife from his cane up. But power built from Heziah, forcing him back.

      “I’m afraid not.” The sorcerer glared at him. “You are not going anywhere until we finish this conversation.”

      Jonathan had to play his remaining card. He didn’t want to, but at this point, it might make sense for him to reveal one truth that would at least give Heziah reason to pause. He didn’t know if it would work, but he had to try.

      “You should be careful,” Jonathan said. “How do you know I’m not acquainted with sorcerers more powerful than you?”

      Heziah scoffed. “There aren’t sorcerers in the city who are more powerful than me.”

      Jonathan tipped his head to the side as he studied him. When he had first found Heziah, there had been arrogance to him, but Jonathan hadn’t really thought much of it. Heziah had been a drunk, and Jonathan had known many arrogant drunks, regardless of whether they were also skilled.

      But this was something different. This was real confidence, and from what Jonathan had seen him do, he knew he had to be careful.

      Yet, with a man like Heziah, Jonathan thought he knew how to play it.

      “Are you sure there are none here capable of overpowering you?” Jonathan said. “You’ve already been outmaneuvered, so what makes you think you can’t be overpowered?”

      “That will not happen again.”

      “If that’s what you need to tell yourself.”

      Heziah smiled. “Your sister is not as powerful as you would like to believe.”

      Jonathan froze. Heziah knew about Jayna. Mentioning her name suggested that he wanted Jonathan to know that he knew. Was Jonathan caught in some scheme between his sister and Heziah?

      “She obviously makes you uncomfortable,” Jonathan said. “If you would like, I could ask her to visit with you. Would that make you feel better?”

      Heziah waved his hand, and a burst of energy slammed into Jonathan. He managed to deflect most of it with his enchantment, but the force of the blast still staggered him and dropped him to the ground. He held his hand up as he tried to maintain the barrier around him.

      Heziah’s magic bombarded the barrier. Jonathan triggered the enchantment again and again. Each time he did, some part of it began to slip and fade. Eventually, Heziah would be able to overpower it.

      Jonathan activated another barrier, thankful he had grabbed more defensive enchantments. He hadn’t expected to need them, especially as they had gone long stretches without needing anything like them. Still… Why would Heziah have come to him now?

      He got to his feet using the cane, struggling to withstand the sorcery Heziah used on him. “What’s the job?” Jonathan asked.

      Heziah’s attack slowed and then faded. “Now you’re curious?”

      “Well, consider me a practical man. I figure that if you’re going to use all that force on me, the least I could do is listen to your proposal. What’s the job?”

      Jonathan shifted his stance, twisting so that he could grab more of his enchantments if necessary. If it came down to a blast of magic, he was going to have to try to figure out how to overpower Heziah. He would not let the sorcerer overwhelm him like this. Not without trying something.

      Still, there was Heziah’s arrogance, a confidence that suggested he was powerful. Maybe he was more powerful than any other sorcerer in the city. What would Jayna say about that?

      Heziah smiled at him. “The job is certain to be of interest to you. It is an opportunity for you to prove that you are the most skilled thief in Ishan. A real dragon.”

      Jonathan waited. When Heziah said nothing more, he shrugged. “And?”

      “Is that not enough? I assumed the great Jonathan Aguelon cared only about his reputation.”

      Jonathan tapped the cane on the ground. “The only thing I care about these days is making sure my people aren’t hurt. Seeing as how you might try to harm them, I will listen.”

      “You care more about your people than the challenge?”

      “I do like the challenge, except I don’t like your challenge. It probably doesn’t make any sense to you, but considering what you did to me and my people, I don’t know that I care.” He crossed his arms. “Are you going to tell me, or are you going to keep trying to use your power on me? I’ve managed to withstand it so far. I suspect you’re trying to figure out how and trying to decide how much more I might be able to do. Enchantments, or something else?” Jonathan smirked. “What does the great Heziah think?”

      Heziah smiled tightly. “Perhaps you aren’t interested in the reward.”

      “You and I both know money is no longer an issue.”

      “I suppose it is not. You made sure of that with your last job.”

      Jonathan said nothing. Heziah was trying to goad him, but Jonathan wasn’t about to be drawn into an argument.

      “If money won’t do it, and if the challenge isn’t enough, then what do you want?” Heziah asked.

      “I want you to leave me alone,” Jonathan said. “Wait. No. I want you to leave the city. I thought maybe you and the Society weren’t on the best terms, but unfortunately, that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

      Heziah chuckled. “Do this job, and the two of us will never see each other again.”

      It was almost enough to make Jonathan consider it. Not that he trusted Heziah to live up to a bargain or have any honorable intentions, but the idea of not having to interact with him again appealed to Jonathan. More appealing was the possibility that he wouldn’t have to fear what Heziah might try, or how he might target people that Jonathan wanted to keep safe.

      “I have a hard time thinking that you’re simply willing to let the past be in the past,” Jonathan said.

      “And who said I was simply willing to do anything?”

      “What’s the job?”

      Heziah looked as if he were debating whether to answer, but he finally shrugged. “The assignment, if you choose to take it, is for you to acquire an item of value. And then I’d like you to return it to me.”

      “Return. By that, you’re implying that you once possessed it.”

      “It’s more a matter of having an opportunity to use it again.”

      Jonathan didn’t like the sound of that. Anything Heziah might use meant it was likely tied to magic, and magic was one thing Jonathan did not want to be involved with. Especially if it was something Heziah would benefit from.

      A slow dread began to build within him, as he had a sneaking suspicion of what Heziah was asking. “Where?”

      “There’s an item within the Society house, and—”

      “No,” Jonathan said.

      “You didn’t even allow me to finish.” Heziah sounded hurt.

      “You don’t need to. I already know I’m not going to do this job.”

      “There’s no need to fear the Society. Not the great Dragon. And certainly not the brother of Jayna Aguelon.”

      Jonathan stiffened, but he made himself relax. Heziah was taunting him, though it was more than that. He was trying to force Jonathan into doing something that could pit him against his sister.

      The idea that he might break into the Society was laughable. Jonathan had done difficult jobs before. Many had involved taking significant risks, but he’d never attempted something like this—mostly because it simply wasn’t possible. The Society house was well protected, not just with enchantments but with true magic. Sorcery surrounded it, and it would be impossible for somebody like him to get through, even with enchantments. He couldn’t overpower that level of magic.

      “You don’t want to do it even if it means we won’t ever have to interact again?” Heziah said.

      Jonathan snorted. “If I try to do it, it means I’m not interacting with anyone ever again.”

      Heziah waved his hand dismissively. “I’m sure your connection to your sister would protect you if you were to get caught.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Have I actually found something the great Jonathan Dragon fears?” Heziah said, smiling.

      “It’s not fear, it’s knowing the limits of my own foolishness.”

      “Your foolishness convinced you that you could break into Vileforn’s fault.”

      “And it was that foolishness that allowed me to reveal how he attempted to betray the king,” Jonathan said.

      “Don’t make this about some grand gesture you did on the king’s behalf.”

      Jonathan squeezed the cane. Increasingly, he started to think that getting away would involve using all the enchantments he had. Especially if it required him to break free of anything Heziah might do.

      “I’m not saying that,” Jonathan said. “I’m just saying that very few mourn the loss of Vileforn and his position. Now, if that’s all, I think the two of us are done.”

      Heziah watched him. Jonathan waited for another attack, but it never came.

      Finally, Heziah stepped back. “If you change your mind, all you have to do is summon me. I will leave you with a token to do so.”

      “You can leave whatever you want,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah pulled something from his pocket, and he pressed his hands together. Magic built between his palms, causing a chill to work along Jonathan’s arms.

      He was making an enchantment.

      Jonathan had been around sorcerers who were creating enchantments before, but never had he seen such speed. He had known that Heziah was skilled, but the rate at which he created the enchantment suggested that he was even more powerful than Jonathan had known. Powerful enough that Jonathan should be more cautious. Maybe he had made a mistake in taunting Heziah the way he had.

      But perhaps he was making a simple enchantment and Jonathan didn’t need to be too impressed.

      “When you change your mind,” Heziah said, setting the enchantment on the ground at his feet.

      When, not if, Jonathan realized.

      Heziah was planning something. The question was what.

      The man flashed another predatory grin, then turned and walked away. A swirl of smoke or fog worked its way around Heziah, and when it lifted, he was gone.

      Jonathan picked up the coin Heziah had left for him. On it was the long, sinewy shape of a dragon. He didn’t intend to leave the marker here, but he wasn’t going to bring it with them either. If Heziah had a way of detecting a summons through the coin, Jonathan suspected that it also gave him a way of tracking it.

      Maybe he could use that.

      He cupped the enchantment as he made his way through the street, debating where to leave it. But even as he made his own plans, he couldn’t help but feel worried. Perhaps it was unnecessary, but this was Heziah. Not only had he shown that he had incredible power, but he had a reason to want revenge. Jonathan was the target, not the Society house.

      And now…

      Now Jonathan wasn’t sure what he would have to do. Somehow, he had to stay ahead of Heziah, only he had no idea how to do that.

      It was time to regroup.
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      “So he just walked away,” Matthew said as he and Jonathan made their way through the crowded streets. They passed several shops, a few taverns, and a florist with brightly colored flowers decorating the window. Everything about it felt normal.

      Jonathan nodded, his eyes searching all around him for anyone who might be following him. Ever since Heziah had found him so easily, Jonathan had been on edge. He constantly looked at his surroundings, worried that Heziah might be still trailing after him. He had seen no sign of the sorcerer, but every so often he thought he saw movement, though Jonathan felt that was more likely to be imagined than real.

      “I don’t know what he was after. I don’t know if we have to be worried about him coming after us.”

      “We always knew that he was going to be a problem,” Matthew said.

      “He didn’t seem as if he had trouble finding me. He has power, too. More than I would’ve expected.”

      “That’s my fear, Jonathan.” Matthew shrugged when Jonathan looked over to him. “Power like that can mean many things. Maybe it just means that he’s a sorcerer, but there are other ways of drawing on magic. Somebody like him may have already uncovered it or made alliances that would put us in greater danger.”

      Jonathan smiled tightly. “Which is why I’m doing this errand now.”

      They stepped inside a shop, and it was almost like walking into someone’s home. Thick carpet covered the floor. A rich, darkly stained table and chairs sat in the middle of the room, and a portrait of the sorcerer who owned the shop grinned down from where it hung over the hearth.

      “I think there are better places we could go,” Matthew said.

      “There might be, but this one is at least reliable and consistent.”

      When it came to enchantments, consistency was the key. They had enough funds that Jonathan didn’t need to worry about spending money on the most potent enchantments. He certainly wanted potency, but he also wanted to make sure that when he used an enchantment, it worked the way it was supposed to. If it came down to defending himself against Heziah, Jonathan was determined to make sure he had the right equipment.

      “I don’t like this place,” Matthew muttered.

      “You don’t like it because you don’t necessarily need the magic.”

      Matthew frowned at him. “I need the magic the same as you.”

      “The same?” Jonathan said.

      Matthew didn’t respond and instead turned away.

      The door to the back opened, and a man in a long gown walked out. He had soft features and a completely bald head, and his shaved eyebrows gave him a strange, almost serpentine appearance. He smiled, which was an unpleasant expression on his face—one that looked like a threat.

      “Mr. Aguelon,” he said, spreading his hands out and bowing slightly. “And his faithful servant.”

      Jonathan suppressed a smile. He and Matthew had created these personas, but that required the two of them to have specific roles. Jonathan was a wealthy merchant, and Matthew his faithful servant. Jonathan loved it. Matthew despised it.

      “We have need of more enchantments,” Jonathan said. “I have a caravan leaving the city in the next week, and we will need to ensure our safety.”

      “Of course,” the sorcerer said. He stood in front of the fire and looked up at the portrait of himself. It was from when he was younger and when he had hair, almost as if his magic had burned it off his scalp, along with his eyebrows. He pressed his thin lips together, tapping one finger against them. “Is there anything in particular that you have need of?”

      This was always the difficult dance.

      When it came to consistent enchantments, Jonathan wanted to make sure he had the right kind of supplies. He also didn’t want to reveal too much about what he was looking for, or what he was doing with those enchantments.

      He shrugged. “Ideally, they would be useful for protecting us.” Jonathan offered just a hint of a smile. “Of course, there are some that might be more beneficial. Such as a way of scaring off those who might think to attack my wagons…”

      The sorcerer nodded. “Of course, Mr. Aguelon. I have just what you need. Such spells are a specialty of mine.”

      Jonathan waited. This was the other part of the dance that he had to be careful with. He had to offer the right requests, then wait and hope the sorcerer wouldn’t push too hard. If he did…

      If he did, then Jonathan would have to come up with a different reason for why he needed the enchantments he did.

      “How much are you looking to spend?”

      “This is a very important wagon,” Jonathan said, “so I want to ensure that it’s well protected. I suppose that if we buy enchantments and don’t use them, they won’t go bad.”

      The sorcerer shook his head. “The enchantments are stable until they are released. One only has to trigger them to be sure they are unleashed, and in doing so you will find that you can secure whatever you need.”

      “If that’s the case, then I will be flexible. How many do you think you can create between now and when I will need them?”

      The sorcerer frowned. “Create?”

      “Is that not how it’s done?” Jonathan asked.

      “Ah, I see.” The shopkeeper grinned. “Perhaps sometimes, but in the case of your request, Mr. Aguelon, I would make sure you had a ready supply. I have created many such enchantments that are already prepared and waiting for the right customer.”

      “How many do you have?”

      “It’s not so much a matter of how many I have as it is a matter of how much you are willing to spend.”

      “I’m afraid that I would need to know how many you have so I can get an idea of how much I would need to spend,” Jonathan said, feigning disappointment.

      There were other sorcerers he could go to, and others he would go to, especially given his concern with Heziah and what he might attempt. But this man was one of the best, and he was the most willing to offer strange and powerful enchantments. Ones that were stable as well.

      “I have over a hundred prepared,” the sorcerer said.

      “A hundred?” Jonathan asked, the surprise in his voice real.

      He hadn’t expected the sorcerer to have so many. Enchantments took time to make, at least for most sorcerers. Heziah and the enchantment he had created for Jonathan notwithstanding, most sorcerers required time to develop their enchantments, hold that power, and trap it inside whatever they were making. It was unusual for somebody to have made that many. Jonathan knew that this man had some skill, but he hadn’t known he was that powerful. For him to have made over a hundred suggested that he was moderately powerful, at least.

      “How long did it take you to create that many?” Jonathan asked.

      The sorcerer waved his hand, preening in front of the fire. “It is of little consequence or difficulty to make such things.”

      “I suppose a hundred might be adequate,” Jonathan said, looking over to Matthew.

      Matthew watched him, a frown on his face. Did he not care for this little song and dance?

      “Mr. Aguelon, a hundred enchantments is far more than you will need. Even a dozen might be more than enough.”

      “Well, if they don’t degrade, then having more is always better. It is a long journey.”

      “Where did you say the caravan was traveling?”

      “I didn’t,” Jonathan said, suppressing a smile.

      The sorcerer clasped his hands together. “A hundred, then? I suppose I could part with that many, though it will take me some time to resupply.” He looked over to Jonathan. “For that many, I’m afraid the cost will be significant. It might be more than what you can afford.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what it’s worth, and we will see if it’s too much.”

      The sorcerer nodded. “I suppose. Yes, that will do.” He turned and headed back out the door, leaving Jonathan and Mathew.

      “What are you doing?” Matthew asked.

      “I’m trying to see if we can’t get more enchantments. Isn’t that obvious?”

      “I know that, but why are you thinking to purchase so many? And from him?”

      “He has some of the strongest defensive enchantments,” Jonathan said. When he had resisted Heziah’s magic, those defensive enchantments had been effective. If nothing else, Jonathan was determined to hold on to those enchantments to keep himself safe. He didn’t want to run the risk of Heziah overwhelming him, which was why he intended to buy as many as he could and be as well prepared as possible.

      “If you say so…” Matthew said. His voice dropped off at the end, and he looked over as the door opened again.

      The sorcerer returned with a massive chest. He set it on the table, lifted the lid, and spread his hand as if displaying his items. “As I said, I have over a hundred.”

      “Is this all of them?” Jonathan asked.

      “Not all, but this is most. The others are specialty items—items that are not necessarily the kind of thing a merchant like yourself would need.”

      “I don’t know. A merchant like myself might need them,” Jonathan said. “What kind of items are they?”

      The shopkeeper smiled. “We should focus on these.”

      Jonathan nodded. His gaze flicked toward the door in the back. What was the sorcerer keeping hidden? Maybe he was making something he was not supposed to.

      It might be worth it for Jonathan to sneak back there, though doing so would put him at odds with the sorcerer. It also might expose him to the kind of challenge he didn’t necessarily want. What Jonathan needed was a supply of enchantments, and if he were to lose his source of them, then he would not have the same opportunity to protect himself in the future.

      It might mean that he would have to go to his sister for help. Jonathan didn’t object to that, but he suspected that Jayna would.

      Jonathan grinned at the sorcerer, and his mind was already working through how he could acquire more items of power. He needed those enchantments. He needed every opportunity to be able to finish what he needed, and to keep the danger of Heziah away.

      “We haven’t even begun to talk about cost,” the sorcerer said.

      “Should we?” Jonathan asked. He glanced over to Matthew.

      The bag of coins in his pocket was meant to bargain on their behalf, though Jonathan hadn’t expected to need all of them. Perhaps it was good that they had taken the necklace job and broken into Rory Nerlin’s house.

      “If you wish,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan laughed, mostly to himself. Matthew was playing the part, and Jonathan appreciated that about him. When it came to buying these enchantments, they needed for Matthew to play the part and for Jonathan to be as nonthreatening as possible. Otherwise, the sorcerer might decide that he didn’t want to sell to him.

      “I think that if we want to have this conversation, perhaps we could do it over a drink,” the sorcerer said.

      Jonathan smiled sadly and shook his head. “Unfortunately, I do not drink while negotiating.”

      “Is that what this is?”

      “Is it not?”

      “I have my fee. There is no negotiation,” the sorcerer said.

      Jonathan smiled at him, holding his expression as neutral as possible. “Everything can be a negotiation.”

      “I require five hundred gold crowns.”

      Jonathan pressed his lips together. That was far more than he would’ve expected, and far more than he suspected the sorcerer would have asked of anyone else. Either he knew something—and that meant he might know that Jonathan was not the merchant he claimed to be—or he truly did charge five gold crowns per enchantment. That cost would be impossible for anyone to afford.

      Jonathan forced a smile as he met the sorcerer’s gaze. “I’m afraid that is a bit rich.”

      “I understand that it seems like a lot. But if you’re buying out my stock, then I will have to create more.”

      “I’m not used to spending quite this much on each enchantment,” Jonathan said. His gaze lingered on the box, and though he knew this was a dance, it was a dance he didn’t want to do. He was ready to have this over with, to get the enchantments and be ready to deal with Heziah. Maybe he should’ve sent Matthew. Better yet, maybe they just should have broken into this shop and taken the enchantments.

      He pushed away those thoughts. It was better to handle things legitimately rather than breaking in and stealing them. It was not necessarily easier. Doing so risked the Society getting involved, and they already had enough sorcery around them.

      “If I don’t buy these, then you won’t sell them as quickly.” Jonathan tipped his head. “I will give you two hundred gold crowns, and even that is more than what I paid before.”

      Two gold per enchantment was an incredible sum. Jonathan was accustomed to getting two enchantments per gold, though there were times when he would pay one gold crown per enchantment. That was when he knew the quality.

      In this case, though he believed the quality of the enchantments would be high, he also wasn’t entirely certain that they were going to be quite as beneficial as what the sorcerer would have him believe.

      “I’m afraid my cost is fixed,” the sorcerer said.

      Jonathan got to his feet. “Thank you for your time.” He nodded to Matthew, and they headed toward the door.

      The sorcerer followed them. “You don’t have to leave. I could sell you half for two hundred gold crowns.”

      “If you sell me half for that amount, then it means you would sell me all of them for four hundred gold crowns, which is already down from your original price.” Jonathan smiled tightly. “It seems you simply don’t want to negotiate.”

      Jonathan reached for the door, his hand lingering. He was willing to walk out, especially given the price the sorcerer wanted. He did not want to deal with somebody trying to fleece them, but he also needed the enchantments. The opportunity to buy one hundred at one time was almost enough to have him overpay.

      Almost.

      Of course, it wasn’t as if he was spending his money. He didn’t even have to spend money he had taken from Vileforn. This was money they had earned from the job they had just completed. None of this put him and his wealth in any danger.

      Still, it was more a matter of him not wanting to set a precedent. If he overpaid now, then if he came to this sorcerer in the future, he would be forced to overpay again. While he was concerned about Heziah, he also had to think about the long-term prospects of remaining within the city.

      “I might be willing to be a little flexible,” the sorcerer said.

      Jonathan straightened and turned toward him. “A little?”

      “I wouldn’t be able to sell a hundred enchantments to you for two hundred gold crowns, but I could let them go for three hundred and fifty.”

      Jonathan gave him a dissatisfied smile. “I have made my offer.”

      “You were the one who wanted to negotiate.”

      “I did, but that was before.”

      “Fine,” the sorcerer said. “I will come down to three hundred. It’s still a bargain. Once you discover the quality of these enchantments, you’ll understand that there is a reason I have the depths of buyers I do. You would have to spend three times as much to get the quality of one of my enchantments.”

      “I will give you two hundred and fifty gold crowns, and not a bit more,” Jonathan said. “For all one hundred enchantments.”

      The sorcerer frowned, and there was a moment where Jonathan wondered if he would refuse. He was willing to spend three hundred, though were he honest, he probably would’ve been willing to go as high as five hundred if necessary.

      “I suppose it is better to have some money than none,” the sorcerer said.

      “A wise decision,” Jonathan said. He turned and nodded to Matthew. “Fetch him his coin.”

      “Of course.”

      Matthew reached into his pocket, pulled out a bag, and quickly chose the proper number of coins. Jonathan didn’t doubt that Matthew had already divided up the coins in a way that would make it easy for him, though he wondered what the sorcerer would do if he knew that they had at least five hundred gold crowns on them. Perhaps he would try to renegotiate. It was easier for Matthew to make it appear as if all they had were these two hundred and fifty.

      “I will take the case with it,” Jonathan said.

      “The case? Why, I need that for my—”

      Jonathan lifted the case off the table. “If you need it, then I can return it after I have finished using it.” The sorcerer frowned at him. “Of course, by then I might be in need of more enchantments. If these are of the quality you claim, then I could find myself using a regular supplier.”

      The sorcerer tipped his head. “Of course.”

      Jonathan and Matthew headed outside and were to the end of the block before Matthew let out a long sigh. “I don’t really care for these roles you have given us,” he said.

      “Which roles are those? Where you’re the servant and I’m not?”

      “You know damn well which roles I mean,” Matthew said. “And yes. That would be the one. I’m not particularly fond of serving you.”

      “I figured by now in our friendship that you would be fully accustomed to that,” Jonathan said.

      “Careful, Jonathan.”

      Jonathan grinned.

      Matthew shook his head. “What now?”

      “Now I think we have to test a few of these.”

      “You just bought two hundred and fifty gold crowns’ worth of enchantments and you want to simply test them?”

      Jonathan glanced down at the box he carried. “I need to know that they are effective before we rely on them.”

      “Maybe we should have bought more.”

      Jonathan turned, looking behind him. “We still might.”

      “Why do I get the sense that this isn’t going to be the most pleasant experience?”

      “Pleasant or not, we will do what we need.” Jonathan let out a long sigh and looked at Matthew. “Whatever else we do, we have to make sure that we stay ahead of Heziah.”

      “I don’t even know if such a thing as possible,” Matthew said.

      “No. Neither do I.”

      And that was what troubled him.
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      Jonathan found himself out near the edge of the city, back where they had been several days before while tracking down Grayson. There was still no sign of him, and any attempt to dig up information about his old mentor had led nowhere. The one person who claimed to have heard about the sorcerer—and the sneak working with him—had suddenly become difficult to find. Jonathan wasn’t terribly surprised by that, especially as he wondered whether all of that information had been part of a setup.

      Maybe Heziah had been behind it from the beginning.

      Knowing that Heziah was still chasing them and still trying to coerce them into taking a job left Jonathan to wonder how much Heziah might’ve been trying to guide him all along. Maybe he’d planted seeds that had forced Jonathan to go after information about Grayson, knowing that Jonathan was curious about what had happened to his mentor and would probably do anything to find that information. And he would.

      He wandered the streets, unable to tell what had been a facade last time and what had not been. Increasingly, Jonathan was convinced that some of it had been an illusion. This part of the city still appeared run-down. The buildings were in shambles, with many of them burned, and the ground was covered with weeds over cracked and dried surfaces.

      But there were people out this time. How had that facade shielded him from seeing people before? That was unusual.

      If it was Grayson’s work, then it suggested a measure of skill that he simply had not had when Jonathan worked with him before. Grayson was an older thief and had been working for years by the time Jonathan had started pulling jobs with him, but Jonathan had been away five years, and a man could gain new skills in that time. Jonathan certainly had.

      He kicked a rock, sending it rolling across the ground. He knew there were things he should be doing, plans he should be making, but he found himself looking for anything that he might uncover about Heziah, and about Grayson.

      If he could find anything that would tell him what Heziah really was after—and it wasn’t simply about breaking into the Society—then he might be able to maneuver things to his advantage.

      He found the building where he thought he had seen the dogs. Jonathan was no longer even certain if he had. He heard a shout nearby, and he looked up.

      A pair of boys raced past, one of them flashing a shimmering facade, causing the ground to ripple.

      The other one kicked a rock at him. “No fair.”

      Jonathan smiled. Somebody like that would eventually be able to get out of this part of the city. It would take skill, developed and honed and harnessed to the point where it could be used in ways that most of these people never even contemplated.

      Most who used a facade understood that it had various potentials, but very few ever took the time to truly learn how to do it, nor did they ever learn how to master the depth of their facade. For most people, and most sneaks, holding facades involved creating minor illusions. If they were ever able to use their skills for anything more, they would be able to find a different line of work. Not only in thieving, though it was certainly easy enough to get employment if you were skilled at making a facade, but in other ways as well.

      He followed the boys, even though he didn’t need another sneak. He wasn’t going to hire somebody else to take that position—not when he had somebody of Elizabeth’s caliber already working with him. But he was curious, and he figured it might be helpful to see if anybody else in this area might be capable of holding a significant facade.

      But why out here?

      Maybe he should ask Elizabeth about that. They’d gotten so caught up in the necklace job that he hadn’t even considered talking to her about whether anybody in her old neighborhood might be capable of creating a facade like this. Then again, this wasn’t where she had lived.

      One of the boys noticed him watching them. The air shimmered, rippling briefly enough that Jonathan could track it and see a hint of a wall taking shape. It suggested that they were trying to conceal their presence, though they weren’t doing it with much skill. He could feel the effect of the magic, even if it was subtle and not particularly profound.

      He turned away. He wandered down the street, glancing back toward the boys every so often, but they had moved on. Jonathan wandered around the area and then through some of the neighboring sections.

      Eventually, he found himself over by where he had met Elizabeth the first time, and he was reminded of how powerful she had been even then. Powerful but uncontrolled. That was a far cry from what she was now. Now she had power and control, an amazing combination that seemed to get stronger and more pronounced each day.

      Now that Jonathan was here, there was a distinct sense of magic. It left his skin tingling and cold, as if he were stepping out of water. He wandered around before making his way toward the stream where he had had a conversation with Elizabeth in the past.

      Once there, he saw the faint edge of a ripple, little more than that, and paused. There was somebody using a facade here.

      He trailed it, trying to detect the purpose of the illusion, but it looked almost exactly as it had looked when he’d been here before. If somebody was holding on to a facade, then they weren’t changing much.

      Maybe that was the point.

      He stepped forward and made his way through what he could feel as the edge of the facade. Elizabeth stood near the stream, dressed in a light yellow shirt and brown pants, with a satchel strapped over her shoulder.

      She looked up as he approached. “How did you find me?”

      “I wasn’t exactly looking for you,” Jonathan said. “To be honest, I was looking for somebody else, and I thought that maybe there was a powerful facade in one of the other sections near here.” He told her about what had happened when they’d gone looking for information about Grayson, and the longer Jonathan talked, the more furrowed her brow became.

      “Nobody could create a facade that would give off the impression of dogs chasing each other,” she said. “You should know that, Jonathan. So the dogs are probably real.”

      “But they repeated themselves. It was almost as if there was a pattern to it. I don’t know if the dogs were real, a facade, or maybe nothing more than enchantment.” He hadn’t given that last idea much thought before, but an enchantment certainly might have made more sense than a facade. “And then there was a child chasing a ball. That happened twice as well.”

      Elizabeth turned away from the stream, and she looked at him. “I suppose that’s possible.” She spread her hands to the side, and Jonathan felt a cold sensation wash over his skin. The stream began to widen as she layered a facade over it. “It seems like the more I learn about this gift of mine, the more I feel like there are aspects of it that I don’t particularly understand. It seems as though there is more that I can do with it. If only I had somebody who could teach me.” She shrugged.

      “I’m sorry you have to fumble around on your own,” Jonathan said. “I’m telling you everything I remember, but you have a gift. A strong one, too. Probably the strongest I’ve ever seen.”

      She smiled. “You don’t have to say that. I know your friend was far more gifted than me.”

      “He might have been at it for longer than you, but you’re strong, Elizabeth. And you’re still young. How old are you now?”

      “Nineteen. I’ll be twenty in a month.”

      When he had first started working with her, Jonathan had the sense that she was barely into her teens, only to learn that she simply looked young. She was still young, at least compared to him, but he felt better about roping her into jobs like the one they had pulled on Vileforn. Besides, he had changed the course of her life by doing so. Not only had he helped her find wealth she wouldn’t have been able to acquire otherwise, but he’d helped her harness her gift in a way she had not yet mastered before they’d met. She might have learned it eventually, but she’d developed that skill far faster under his guidance.

      “I can’t believe you’re almost twenty,” Jonathan said. “I remember when I was twenty. I hadn’t even been assigned anything more than just scouting. A terrible job, as you know.”

      She glowered at him. “I know. You made it quite clear that I get those terrible jobs, regardless of what I’ve proven.”

      “And unfortunately, with Heziah coming after us, you might need to keep proving it.”

      “I doubt I can even do anything that would fool a sorcerer.”

      Jonathan tentatively took a seat on a boulder he believed to be real, and when it held his weight, he exhaled. There was a part of him that had wondered whether it was a facade and if he’d end up tumbling into the water. Then again, she’d widened the stream with her facade, so maybe the water wasn’t nearly as close as he thought.

      “That’s just the thing,” he said. “Sorcerers work on various kinds of magic. They have to understand different spells, the different ingredients of those spells, and different ways of calling that power. It forces them to become something of a generalist. Good at many things, but they are rarely great at any of them. For somebody like Heziah, who has far more experience—”

      “And strength,” Elizabeth said.

      “And strength, though I wonder how much that really helps him. He’s still a generalist, whereas you, and enchanters, have become highly specialized. Sometimes sorcerers forget that.”

      Elizabeth took a seat next to him. “You really think I could fool a sorcerer?”

      “I hope it doesn’t come about, but honestly, I do think you could,” Jonathan said. “Maybe not yet, and not without more practice, but I think it’s possible.” He stared at the stream. “When I was working with Grayson, he once told me about how he believed that facades could be layered over each other.”

      “I’ve done that,” Elizabeth said.

      “And he thought they could be layered sequentially, to the point where something could actually become tangible.” He nodded to the water and tapped his hand on the rock. “When I saw the facade that Matthew believed was Grayson’s, I started to question whether he’d finally figured it out. Maybe he has.”

      “You think he could layer the facade that much?” She frowned, and he could see her already starting to create a facade. The water shimmered and became thicker, if such a thing were possible. Almost too lifelike. “I don’t know if that would work,” she said, releasing the magic.

      The cold sensation that had washed over Jonathan eased quickly, and he breathed out. There was something about spending time around somebody using that much magic that put him on edge, though he knew it shouldn’t.

      “I suppose I could try,” Elizabeth said. “I’ve been working on trying different layers to allow me to move more easily.”

      “I wonder if another layer would allow you to make it look like somebody else was moving with you.”

      “Why would I need to do that?” she asked.

      Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t know right now, but it’s my job to be prepared. What if we need to have something that looks like more people?”

      “Then you better hope it doesn’t have to be me.”

      “You shouldn’t doubt yourself.”

      Elizabeth frowned. “I don’t normally, but…”

      “Why did you come back out here?” Jonathan asked.

      “I come out here quite a bit,” she admitted. “I do it mostly so that I can remember. I don’t want to end up back here again.”

      “Well, I doubt you’re ever going to end up back here. You have enough money to buy pretty much anything you might want in this section of the city.”

      “I don’t want to buy anything in this section. I just want to be able to know that I don’t have to return. It was a hard life, Jonathan. Finding food, clothes, a place to sleep. Everything was hard. Sometimes impossibly so. And then it didn’t help that my father was awful. My mother wasn’t much better, but my father…”

      Jonathan said nothing.

      “I don’t want to come back here if I don’t have to,” she said.

      “You won’t.”

      “Sometimes I want to leave the city, but I don’t want to leave you or Matthew behind.”

      “If you ever decide to leave, you should never feel bad,” Jonathan said. “Matthew and I have lived our lives—the lives of thieves—for long enough that we understand what it means for us. But you don’t have to have that. You don’t have to have that life.”

      “You wouldn’t be angry?” she asked.

      “We’d miss you. And you’d make me find another sneak, but I wouldn’t be angry with you. I want the best for you, Elizabeth. If that means leaving the city, then so be it.”

      That was how he felt about his sister as well, though it was harder to tell Jayna that—and not only because she was a sorcerer who thought she knew better than he did.

      Elizabeth shook herself and looked over to him. “I’m not saying that I want to leave the city,” she said, her demeanor suddenly shifting. “Besides, I like doing jobs with you. At least, I like them when I don’t feel like we’re going to die. So don’t put me in any of those situations.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

      “What about you? Why don’t you leave the city?”

      “Jayna,” he said, his voice soft.

      “That’s it?”

      “I feel like I owe her, and I don’t know what she might end up getting involved in. She’s a part of the Society and probably doesn’t even need me, but I’m still her older brother. I still feel like I need to watch out for her. Especially with our parents gone.”

      “I don’t know why you won’t tell her what you did or what you’re doing,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan sighed. “It’s complicated.”

      “It’s too bad she couldn’t work with us. Having a sorcerer…”

      “Wouldn’t that be a thing?”

      Elizabeth laughed, then reached down, scooped a stone off the ground, and tossed it into the stream. It splashed, and Jonathan felt a wave of cold as she seemed to create a facade to cover the splash. She really was getting more gifted.

      They sat for a little while, neither of them talking. Finally, Jonathan got to his feet. “I’m going to head back. You take as much time as you want to here. Matthew and I will need to talk to you when we get back.”

      “About Heziah,” she said.

      “That’s right.”

      “And about what we need to do to keep him from targeting us again.”

      Jonathan nodded.

      “I’ll practice,” Elizabeth said. “I’m starting to think that I might need to be able to use more of my ability than I thought before.”

      “Layers,” Jonathan said. “Increasing—and dense—layers. Anything you can do that will help you control it, that’s what you need to work on. Constantly. I have no idea what limits you might have, but don’t ever think that the limits you believe are the limits you actually have.”

      She looked over and smiled slightly with an expression that said she wanted to say something, then just nodded.

      Jonathan walked away. When he passed through her facade, he felt the cold sensation wash over him, then looked back. Elizabeth was holding a different facade now. The stream was gone. She had changed it so it looked like a series of rocks, and they obscured her completely. He wondered how dense of a facade this was and how many layers she might have created in order to replace what was there. But he didn’t ask—he would let her practice.

      As he headed back to the home they shared, he increasingly hoped he would never have to let her down. Elizabeth deserved better. He might have plucked her from this section and given her a different life, but she was still a kid. Just like Jayna had been when he’d gone and gotten himself pinched.

      He had to stop thinking like that. Elizabeth was making her own choices, much like Jayna was. But as he looked back toward Elizabeth’s facade and remembered the hiccup in her voice as she talked about what she’d experienced growing up, he couldn’t help but feel like he had to be the big brother to her, as well as to Jayna. He couldn’t let anything happen to Elizabeth.

      Which might mean pitting himself against Heziah in order to protect her.

      Hopefully, Matthew would understand.
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      The home was quiet when Jonathan and Matthew returned, and a heavy darkness fell around everything. Jonathan lit one of the lanterns, and everything within him went cold and numb.

      Something had been here. Someone.

      “What happened?” Matthew said. “We were targeted?”

      Jonathan sighed. “Obviously we have something they were after.”

      He headed up the stairs. By the time he reached the top, he could feel magic in the air, a sense of energy that lingered and told him that not only had their home been violated by somebody breaking in, but whoever it was had used magic in the process. He didn’t have to stretch his mind too much to figure out who had been here and what they were after.

      “Why would he come here?” Matthew asked.

      “He wanted us to take the job,” Jonathan said.

      “By breaking into the home?”

      “Maybe he was trying to prove a point.”

      “Some point,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan grunted as he headed to the end of the hall and reached the locked room. He pressed an enchantment against the lock, one that had specifically been made for it. Leland had designed the lock itself, and given his unique ability with them and his knowledge of how to prevent others from breaking in, it was incredibly difficult to get past. A sorcerer might be able to do so, but it wouldn’t have been an easy process for them.

      As the door clicked open, Jonathan held his breath.

      The room was empty.

      He stared into it. “It seems as if we are bankrupt.”

      Matthew stepped past him into the room. He reached into his pocket, pulled out one of his enchantments, and held it up. Light bloomed in his palm, illuminating the emptiness of the room. “What does he hope to accomplish here?”

      “I suspect he thinks that we’ll be forced to do what he wants.”

      “That bastard,” Matthew whispered.

      “What bastard?” Elizabeth asked as she came up the stairs. “Were the two of you… What happened?” She raced toward the door. Each of them had a key that allowed them to open the door. Seeing as how the prize had been split among them evenly, there was no point in them not sharing access to the vault.

      Jonathan couldn’t take his eyes off the empty room. “We think that Heziah was here.”

      “We haven’t seen him in months!” Elizabeth cried. “Why would he show up now?”

      “Because he came for me yesterday,” Jonathan explained. “He found me in the street after I delivered the necklace to the client. He knew what we’d been doing.”

      Elizabeth groaned. “Has he been following us?”

      “I don’t know if he’s been following us so much as he’s been following me.”

      “Why did he come to you unless to threaten you?”

      Jonathan shook his head as he continued to stare at the room that had once been filled with their wealth. Not only had there been the gems they’d taken from Vileforn, but the four of them had taken a few other jobs that had enriched them even further, allowing them to load the vault with coins, sculptures, and jewelry. All of it was gone.

      “I don’t even know if he came to threaten me or if he came simply to coax me into taking a job,” Jonathan said.

      “What did he want you to do?” Elizabeth asked, who was clearly on edge.

      “He wanted me—us—to break into the Society.”

      She laughed. “That’s not a serious job.” Her laughter cut off. “Is it?”

      “I suspect it was. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have come here to force us into it. I don’t have any idea what he’s after, though.”

      Jonathan finally tore his gaze away, making his way down the stairs and next to the hearth. It was not comfortable or cozy the way it should’ve been.

      “Why hire you?” Elizabeth asked, following him.

      “Revenge, I suspect. I’ve known men like him,” Jonathan said. “They have a unique view of revenge. In their mind, they like to have control, and when they lose it, they lash out. That fits Heziah. In his case, he lost control, and he lost the game.”

      “This is a game?”

      “Partly. At least, I suspect it is. He lost, and now he wants to win.”

      Jonathan didn’t know for certain if Heziah viewed it the same way, but it fit with what he knew of the sorcerer and what he believed Heziah would do in order to force them to take the job.

      “We can accept other jobs,” Elizabeth said. “We might not have as much as we did before, but we can do other jobs.” She glanced from Jonathan to Matthew. “Can’t we?”

      Jonathan nodded. “We can. We don’t need to work for Heziah.”

      And it was more than just not working for Heziah. They didn’t need to risk themselves by breaking into the Society. That kind of a job was a death sentence, or perhaps worse—a lifetime of servitude to the Society.

      “I can start looking to see what contacts we might have,” Matthew said. “Thankfully, we have quite a bit of coin on us still. We would’ve had more, but…” When Elizabeth frowned at them, Matthew nodded to Jonathan. “We might have just spent two hundred and fifty gold on enchantments.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You spent what?”

      “At the time, I didn’t think spending that kind of money was much of an issue,” Jonathan admitted.

      Even now, it probably still wasn’t much of one. Not if they had to deal with Heziah and protect themselves. It was better to spend the money and ensure their safety. More than that, having those enchantments would allow them to take on other jobs, even if they were potentially dangerous.

      “See what you can come up with,” Jonathan told Matthew. “I’m going to gather my contacts. Maybe check in with Bartholomew.”

      He wanted to go to his sister as well. Jayna had tried to warn him, and Jonathan had been too stubborn, or too dense, to listen. Now that Heziah had shown his true colors and that he was willing to target them, Jonathan figured he needed to get back to Jayna to see what else she might know, no matter how small.

      “We should focus on making preparations to protect this place,” Jonathan said. “Heziah has now broken in here once, and I don’t want to sit back while we give him the opportunity to do it again, especially if he decides that he wants to know what we’re up to.”

      “He hired us,” Elizabeth said. “He isn’t going to leave us alone, is he?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t really know. He hired us, but was that because he wants to use us or because he needs us? Or there’s another possibility—and when it comes to Heziah, we have to keep all of that in mind. Maybe he simply wants to remove us from the picture.”

      “We have a hundred enchantments,” Matthew said. “We don’t need to use all of them, but we can certainly use many of them to fortify this place. We can ensure that he doesn’t get in here easily again.”

      Having seen Heziah’s work up close, Jonathan wondered if they would be able to do all that much to prevent him from breaking in, if he were so motivated. Jonathan understood just how much Heziah could do when he had threatened Jonathan in the street before. It was that kind of thing that left him wondering if it would be a waste of enchantments for them to try. He had certainly used up a number of them trying to defend against Heziah, but how many would it take? He felt as if he had to do something, though.

      “I can work on a facade,” Elizabeth said. “Maybe I can place it in a way that distracts him so he won’t be able to find the door.”

      “That would be good,” Jonathan said, though he didn’t really expect something like that to be effective against Heziah. It was still worth her trying, and if she was able to lock that facade in place, she wouldn’t have to continue holding it either. “Keep trying to layer your facade. You might need it. The more practice you get at it, the more likely it will be that you can use it when we need to.”

      Elizabeth nodded and left.

      He didn’t have to tell her that none of them knew how soon that would come. Practice was important, though. Especially now. It would make everything much easier for her if it didn’t take nearly as much effort to use the facade.

      He breathed out slowly, then looked over to Matthew. “Well? I can see from your face that you have something to say.”

      Matthew’s hand slipped to his sword for a moment, and then he peered at Jonathan. “I have nothing to say, other than that I don’t want to deal with another angry sorcerer.”

      “We haven’t dealt with that many.”

      “Any is more than I want.”

      “Well, I don’t think it’s going to come to that,” Jonathan said. “At least, I hope it won’t.”

      But that was the problem when it came to Heziah. They didn’t know what he might be willing to do. He was dangerous, and he was ready for vengeance. He might be willing to take much more drastic—and violent—action.

      “I could try to talk with him,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew snorted. “I doubt you can have any conversation with him that will make much of a difference.”

      “He might change his mind if he knows that the Society could come down on him. My sister alluded to something with him: he’s dabbling with power.”

      “Obviously,” Matthew said. When Jonathan frowned, Matthew shrugged. “I’m not sure what kind he’s using, but there are rumors of strange powers that have been appearing lately—things that sorcerers have been experimenting with to make them stronger. Given what we’ve seen from Heziah, there’s no doubt that he is definitely powerful. I don’t know that he’s going to listen to you, though. Since he’s still in the city, I also doubt that he cares what the Society might do. He has an agenda, Jonathan. He’s after something, and he wants to use us. It’s dangerous, and it’s probably going to get us killed.”

      “I understand.”

      Matthew shook his head. “I don’t think you do. We don’t have to worry about what he’s after. There are other jobs. We don’t have to do what Heziah wants. And if we want to stay in the city, we can simply find other work.”

      It wasn’t just that, but Jonathan didn’t say anything.

      “I see the look in your eyes,” Matthew said. “I know what you’re thinking. Be the Dragon. Don’t be Jonathan Aguelon.”

      “Can’t I be both?”

      “You want revenge?” Matthew asked.

      “It’s not about revenge. It’s about protecting us, ensuring that he doesn’t remain a threat. And it’s not like he doesn’t have reason to be upset with us.”

      “We did keep him from the spoils of the job.”

      “I know, but we didn’t nearly kill him. We didn’t hurt those he cares about, not the way he did. But I get the sense that you don’t even care.”

      “I care,” Matthew said. “I just understand that anything he might do and anything he might be involved in doesn’t really matter. Not anymore.”

      Perhaps Matthew had a point. When Jonathan had first seen Heziah again, his reaction had been anger. He did want revenge. That wasn’t the way he usually worked. He was far more calculating, at least most of the time. In this case, he hadn’t been nearly as prepared with a plan as he usually was.

      “Find a list of jobs,” Jonathan said.

      “So, like I was planning on?”

      “And we’ll figure out what we need to do.” Jonathan ignored Matthew’s snark, even though it was warranted. “I’m still going to try to talk to him. I doubt it’s going to make a difference, but I might have a few tricks I can try.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, but if you’re going to do it, then you’re not doing it alone.”

      Jonathan hated to admit it, but he also appreciated that Matthew was offering to help. Heziah might be a powerful sorcerer, but Matthew was… Matthew. Heziah might be surprised by that.

      “What’s your play?” Matthew asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Figure out what you can find on him, and we’ll go together. Confront him. Deal with whatever he’s after. And if it comes down to it”—Matthew nodded to Jonathan—“we are getting your sister involved. And the Society.” He tapped the sword at his side. “I suppose it’s a good thing we bought those enchantments. Unfortunately, they may become necessary.”

      “See?” Jonathan said. “I knew you didn’t mind playing the role of my servant.”

      Matthew growled. “I’ll show you what I mind.”

      “Now, now,” Jonathan said, chuckling. “My servant would never react like that.”

      Matthew glowered at him, then spun and strode from the room.

      They had done many jobs together, but this was one that Jonathan became increasingly uncertain about. Heziah was coming after them, and Jonathan thought he might have an opportunity. He still wanted to know what had happened to Grayson, which was the other reason he wanted to go to Heziah. Matthew might not think there was anything they could do, but Jonathan didn’t believe it. He also didn’t believe that Heziah was innocent of what had happened to Grayson, which was all the more reason to find Heziah.

      And once he did, he would deal with him.

      But for now, there was something else Jonathan needed to do. Jayna had warned him about Heziah, but perhaps it was his turn to warn her. She probably would not listen, but that didn’t change what he would do. He was her big brother, after all.
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      The palace stretched high overhead. Jonathan approached slowly, feeling for the energy that told him of the use of magic around him, though so far he had not felt anything other than the occasional flicker. That flicker was expected, especially when he got close to the palace and close to those who had the means to use magic openly while serving the king.

      He would’ve expected there to be more power here, certainly more than just those brief, transient flickers of energy. Jonathan thought there would be something stronger.

      He looked up at the palace, realizing that he hadn’t considered how he was going to get in. The only thing that came to him was simply asking at the gate to visit with his sister, though a direct approach might not necessarily be effective.

      Jonathan didn’t know if Jayna would be aware of his approach, but that was another possibility. Given what he had learned of her and her connection to magic, along with how powerful she had proven herself to be, he wondered if perhaps she would know that he was coming.

      He peered around him, searching for any evidence that somebody might be following him, but he didn’t see anything. Jonathan waited, half expecting that he would come across some sense of energy that might trigger his awareness of power, but even as he felt for it, he detected nothing more.

      There was nothing to do but approach the palace, so he started across the street.

      Someone crashed into him. He looked up at the person he’d collided with, then started laughing.

      “Jayna. What are you doing out here?”

      “I’m out here for you,” she said. She slipped her arm into his and escorted him past a pair of guards standing watch, who seemed to pay her no mind. They continued along the street that circled around the palace walls. “What is it?”

      “If you knew I was coming for you, then you probably already know what it’s about.”

      “Just because I knew you were coming doesn’t mean I know why.”

      “It’s Heziah,” Jonathan said.

      Her face darkened briefly. “What about him?”

      She twisted the ring on her finger again. Jonathan found himself drawn to that ring, wondering why she kept fidgeting with it and what it meant to her. It wasn’t something she’d worn before he went to prison, so whatever it was had value to her. Why was she wearing it?

      “He made contact,” Jonathan explained. “He found me in one of the outer districts and offered me a job.”

      Jayna squeezed her hand around the ring, and for a moment, a flash of incredible cold washed across Jonathan’s skin, then faded.

      Was that her sorcery? The sudden, almost overwhelming sense of it jarred him. He knew his sister was a sorcerer, but what he had felt from her was incredible. Maybe she was more powerful than Heziah.

      “What kind of job?” she asked.

      “The kind that would involve me doing something you would disapprove of.” He contemplated telling her the truth, especially as he suspected that Jayna would be upset by what Heziah had asked of him, but he wanted to see how she reacted first.

      “Which means that it’s not a job you disapprove of,” she said. “I suppose I’m surprised you didn’t accept it. Well, I guess it did come from Heziah, as if that makes a difference to you.”

      “It does,” Jonathan said.

      She frowned at him. “Why come to see me now?”

      “Because he broke into my home last night, or had somebody break into my home, and—”

      Jayna laughed.

      Jonathan crossed his arms. “I fail to see what’s so funny. You know how dangerous he is.”

      “Oh, I know,” she said, “but I can already see where this is going. Let me guess. He took everything you have, all the funds you took from Vileforn.”

      “He did. You know what I had. You knew what we had taken.”

      More than that, she knew what he had risked by taking the job to break into Vileforn’s vault—all on her behalf. Because of that, he thought she might be a little more upset.

      “Jonathan, I have known you long enough to know that you will most likely find another job,” she said. “Isn’t that what you do? I ask because even with all your wealth, you couldn’t help yourself. You were still stealing.”

      “You don’t know me quite as well as you think you do.”

      She sniffed. “I’m sure I don’t.”

      “Regardless,” Jonathan said, “I don’t think he’s going to stop taking my money.”

      “What do you think he’ll do next?”

      Jonathan said nothing. This was the reason he had come to her, but now he wasn’t sure how she would react.

      “You found me, which means…” Jayna frowned. “You think he might harm me.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Jayna smiled tightly. Once again, a flare of cold washed over Jonathan. “If he attempts to harm me, he will find it more difficult than he believes.” She sounded just as confident as Heziah, but he wasn’t sure how he felt about that, nor was he sure whether he believed that his sister was as capable as she believed herself to be. Perhaps that was the problem.

      “Are you sure? I don’t know magic the way you do,” he said, though lately he had come to know magic more than he had ever wanted to. “But I had quite a few enchantments on me when I encountered him. He dismissed them as if they were nothing, though I was at least able to defend myself.”

      “Any sorcerer of the Society with as much skill as he has should be able to do that easily.”

      “Fine.” Jonathan suppressed his irritation at how she ignored his concerns. “But it’s been my experience that only powerful sorcerers can do it as easily as that. I knew Heziah was powerful, but I didn’t expect that from him.”

      More than that, if Heziah were that powerful, why wasn’t he far more important to the Society? Instead, he had been essentially marginalized by the Society, and they weren’t at all concerned about pulling him back in. That surprised Jonathan. Perhaps it shouldn’t, but he couldn’t shake that sense.

      “When you mentioned that he’d been dabbling with power—”

      “I will be careful,” she said, her voice curt. “Is that all you need from me?”

      Jonathan watched her as he tried to think of the right thing to say. He wanted to share with her that he wanted to protect her, but he wasn’t sure how to put it. Even when he had been in prison, Jonathan had wanted to protect her. She would never know the lengths he had been willing to go to in order to do that. Hopefully, she would never have the opportunity to learn. Even if she did, he would do everything in his power to refute any claim that he had a hand in influencing her acceptance into the Society.

      As far as he knew, she had no idea what he had done. And as far as he was concerned, she would never know.

      “Does the king treat you well?” he asked.

      “You do realize that I just work for him. It’s not a master and slave relationship,” Jayna said with a smile, and Jonathan shrugged. “He might be irritable, but it’s only because he’s been trying to ensure the stability of an agreement he’s made. We have also been dealing with some unique dangers.”

      “Unique like Heziah?” Jonathan asked.

      Her face darkened. It was only a moment, but it was long enough that he was certain of what he saw. “I hadn’t thought so, but perhaps,” she said.

      “How?”

      She sighed and twisted the ring on her finger again. “I told you that he is interested in power that he shouldn’t have.”

      “You also told me you were interested in power that you shouldn’t have,” Jonathan said.

      “It’s not that I shouldn’t have it, it’s just that I acquired it earlier than most. Anyway, none of this is your concern. I will take care of it, and I need you to be safe. Don’t do anything dangerous given your current circumstance, like take a job similar to what landed you in prison.”

      “That was a mistake I don’t intend to make again,” he said.

      “Just be careful, Jonathan.”

      “I am careful. It’s not me that I’m worried about these days.” Or Jayna, either, though he was still worried about her.

      Jayna shook her head. “No. Not with Matthew. And the other girl.”

      “Her name is Elizabeth.”

      “What will happen to her when all of this is done? What will happen to the rest of your team?”

      Jonathan frowned. What was she getting at? “I don’t know.”

      His sister shook her head. “I’ve been around you enough to know that something always happens. You might not mean for it to, but regardless of your intentions, things happen. Often, they are things you did not account for. In this case, if Heziah remains active, and if he has you push toward a job you can’t refuse, are you going to be able to protect them?”

      “Why are you unwilling to get involved?”

      “Why do you need me to?” Jayna asked.

      Jonathan clenched his jaw. Here he had thought that maybe she would want to help, but she wanted to protect her Society and her status with the king. Then again, he understood that. How could he not? She wasn’t at the mercy of what he had done. Jonathan had made his own mistakes over the years, and he didn’t want to drag his sister into what he had done.

      “You don’t have to be concerned about me or my team. And I warned you about Heziah because I wanted you to be safe. Maybe I didn’t need to be concerned about you. Are you going to do anything about him?”

      “I’m not terribly concerned about Heziah,” she said.

      “Even if he’s chasing power that he shouldn’t have?”

      “Do you think this would be the first time I’ve ever faced anything like that?” The sharpness of her tone, along with the absolute confidence, struck him.

      He pursed his lips. “I suppose I don’t know.”

      “It’s not,” she said. “So if Heziah wants to throw himself at me, let him.”

      “What if he was using me to get to you?”

      Jayna scoffed. “I trust that you aren’t going to be so foolish as that. You know what kind of person he is, and you know what he’s after, so just be smart, Jonathan. Stay out of it.”

      “If you hear anything I need to know about, you obviously know how to find me. And if I hear anything you need to know about, I will…” He wasn’t exactly sure what he would do. Send word? He didn’t think there was any word he could send. Maybe try to share with her what he had heard, but Jonathan doubted he’d learn anything that would make a difference.

      “Stay safe.” She strode away from him.

      When she was gone, he turned and walked away. Without meaning to, he ended up in the district where he had last seen Heziah. Heziah had stolen from him, but it was more than that. It was an implied threat, a promise, and Jonathan couldn’t sit by anymore and wait for Heziah to do something else that would potentially threaten those he cared about.

      That was why he had gone to his sister. Regardless of Jayna’s claim, he knew that she would be on edge now, and hopefully that meant she would be prepared for the possibility that Heziah might come after her.

      Jonathan had to be concerned about himself. If Heziah intended to threaten them, then Jonathan would use his own resources to stay ahead of him. He wasn’t sure whether the job that the priest had mentioned would be a good one or not, but if it did involve El’aras items, it was a potentially significant score.

      He could only hope that Matthew would be willing to go after it with him. If not, he might have to do it with only Elizabeth. Whatever else, he intended to be one step ahead of Heziah.
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      The church was empty.

      Jonathan had expected to find the priest here. He wanted to ask a few more questions about the El’aras job he’d mentioned. They needed more information than what the priest had provided on a slip of paper.

      He looked around the church. Jonathan had never taken himself for someone to get caught up in things like superstition, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a measure of a facade here that he still had not grasped. He’d been trying to teach Elizabeth how to generate such facades, but he still felt he was not the right person to do so. More than that, he felt as if there had to be some answer as to what had happened to Grayson and whether Heziah truly was involved in it.

      “Now what?” Matthew asked, glancing over to him.

      “I just wanted to look,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew snorted. “You wanted to look, but you also knew that there was something here, didn’t you? You recognized that there was likely going to be some surprise.”

      “I don’t think this is a surprise. The priest is just not here.”

      “Look at the building. What do you see here?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I see a church in need of maintenance.”

      Matthew shook his head slowly. “Only you would see the most basic of answers. What you see is a church that has been long ago abandoned. Honestly, I should’ve looked into it sooner.”

      “Looked into what?”

      “The religion. You’re the one who told me about it. The Lady Serene. Who celebrates her any longer?”

      Jonathan pulled the door closed and studied the church. There were no lanterns lit this time, and the air was stale and musty. The building seemed as if it had not been occupied much lately.

      He strode down the hallway to the room that the priest had brought him to when they had first taken the job. Once inside, Jonathan paused to look around. The light still spilled in, though it was a dingy, pale light. Part of that was because it was overcast outside, but was part of it because there had been a facade here? It would’ve been a subtle effect that had taken the church as it stood, then shifted it and modified it ever so slightly so that Jonathan would believe this was someplace they were supposed to go.

      “What do you think?” he asked Matthew. “Is it all a facade?”

      Matthew shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe all of it, or maybe none of it. Maybe it’s just dirty from the storm that came through the other night.” He looked up and then swept his gaze around. “Everything is basically the same, so maybe there wasn’t a facade.”

      He couldn’t tell if Matthew was saying that to try to appease him, or if he actually believed it. At this point, Jonathan just didn’t know. Too many things were starting to conspire against him and didn’t add up.

      “Well?” Matthew asked.

      “I still think we need to do the job,” Jonathan said. “If the items are there—”

      “If the items are there, then we should do the job. But if they aren’t, then we have to start digging into who this priest is and why he hired you.”

      “Because he wanted the necklace.” Jonathan chuckled at the look Matthew shot him. “The necklace was where he claimed it was. Your reports on this warehouse fit with what he told us. Everything that he’s said so far has been accurate, right?”

      Matthew gave a slight shrug. “I suppose so,” he said, somewhat begrudgingly. “I can’t say that I’m terribly pleased by the fact that we’re trusting this priest, of all people, to provide us with a job, but so far, I think it does fit.”

      “If that’s the case, then we keep looking. Who knows what we might find?”

      Jonathan headed out of the room, then back into the main part of the church. The altar remained empty and there was no sign of anybody here, though he did see a lantern. He ignited the lantern, sending a soft orange glow that cast shadows back along the wall. For a moment, he thought he saw movement, but he swung the lantern and realized it was just the shadows seeming to chase each other.

      If there were truly El’aras items wherever the priest was guiding them, then Jonathan couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps they needed to go after the treasure regardless of how trustworthy the source was. He looked over to Matthew, and he had a feeling that his friend felt much the same way.

      “The job sounds straightforward,” Matthew said. “Part of the reason I’m a little on edge, to be honest, is that a job like this shouldn’t be too straightforward. There should be a measure of complexity to it.”

      “No one said there wouldn’t be,” Jonathan said.

      “We find the warehouse. We get inside. We find wherever the item is stored, and then we get back out. That’s not a job that either of us couldn’t handle. We don’t even need a team for it.”

      “Think about what’s there. There will be defenses.”

      “Fine,” Matthew said. “There’s going to be some defenses, and we may have to navigate around them, but even if there are some, we have enough enchantments that we should be able to easily overpower them. So I wonder,” he said, sweeping his gaze around, “why us?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Because we got the necklace for him?”

      “Oh, I think that’s part of it, but I wonder if that’s all there is to it. What if the priest—if that’s what he is—is really after something else? We don’t know if the necklace is what he claims.”

      “We also don’t know that it’s not.”

      “We have his assertion that it was some sort of valuable item for the church. Just his assertion,” Matthew said. “That’s not enough.”

      “I don’t know that it matters.”

      Matthew regarded him and nodded. “Normally, I’d say that it doesn’t. But in this case, we’ve done the necklace job, and now we have the El’aras one and Heziah’s. What do you think Heziah is after?”

      “Something of power,” Jonathan said.

      “Exactly. And if he gets it—”

      “We both know that we don’t intend for him to succeed.”

      “So he doesn’t succeed, which means that we’ve failed. And that means he will get his revenge. I don’t know if there’s a good answer for this at all. There’s no happy ending for us, Jonathan.”

      Jonathan snickered. “I didn’t realize you were looking for a happy ending.”

      “You know what I mean,” Matthew snapped. “There’s no way this works out for us. Even if we find something on this other job, who’s to say that it’s something that will be of any use to us? Or that what we uncover will help us pull the job for Heziah? And even if we can, who’s to say that we can stay ahead of anything that might follow a job like that? I’m not talking about just Heziah. I’m talking about everything else that’s involved.”

      “I know,” Jonathan said.

      “You know. Which means you aren’t giving too much thought to the fact that the Society might come chasing us down for simply contemplating going in.”

      Jonathan looked over. “That’s what you’re concerned about? I didn’t think you were that worried about the Society.”

      “I can’t help but feel we need to be extra cautious that we don’t draw Heziah down on us. If your sister was more willing to be involved, it would be one thing, but seeing as how she’s been almost stubbornly resistant to giving you any help, I think we need to try something different.”

      “What are you saying? You don’t want to go after these El’aras items?”

      Matthew glowered. “I think if it were anything else, I’d say no, but this is the kind of job that I feel like we were specifically targeted for.”

      That was as much of an admission as Matthew was going to give him, so Jonathan didn’t push. “We do this, finish the job, and then we leave. We don’t have to do what Heziah is after.”

      “Do you think he will let us?”

      Normally, Jonathan wouldn’t have been terribly concerned about somebody else trying to manipulate him and forcing him to take a job he didn’t want, but Heziah was a powerful sorcerer. Everything that he’d heard about Heziah from his sister, and Jonathan’s own experience with him, told him that he needed to be concerned about what Heziah might do.

      “He’s been quiet for months,” Jonathan said. “Long enough that I thought he was going to let it go.”

      “Would you have?”

      “No. Is it about setting Vileforn free, then?”

      Jonathan had been looking for that information, but when he’d asked Jayna and his own sources, it hadn’t sounded as if anybody had tried to spring Vileforn from prison. Which meant that whatever else Heziah was after, it wasn’t to help Vileforn. Jonathan didn’t know what it was, and increasingly, he wasn’t sure that he cared, except that it mattered to Heziah.

      “That’s not what I found either,” Matthew said. “Whatever he’s after, it’s something else.”

      This was a job they shouldn’t take, in a place they shouldn’t risk breaking into. And it was all to hand over a potential prize that Heziah should not have. All of that made Jonathan question just what it was that Heziah might be after. It made him think that whatever Heziah wanted to find was tied to some goal the sorcerer had.

      Jonathan headed toward the door leading out of the church. “Vileforn wanted to overthrow the king, and Heziah had been behind that. According to Jayna, that’s different than what the Society wants, which is to maintain the peace within the kingdom and keep the king in power. So whoever Heziah is working with—”

      “You saw who he was working with,” Matthew said. “You followed Vileforn out of the city, so you saw.”

      “But there’s been no sign of them either.”

      Matthew nodded slowly. Both of them had put their own resources into play to try to hear if there might be something else taking place in the city, some other potential attack. They wanted to be prepared for that possibility, but neither of them had encountered anything. There hadn’t been any further sign of the Reland Gor.

      “What do you think this is about?” Jonathan asked.

      “This is Heziah,” Matthew said. “To be honest, I don’t know him well enough to have any answer.”

      Jonathan could tell that troubled Matthew, probably because Matthew was so connected and so equipped to find answers. He had also taken it upon himself to try to protect Jonathan, even when he didn’t need to. In this case, maybe it bothered him that he couldn’t find the answers he sought.

      He pushed open the church door and walked outside into the overcast day. There was an energy here, though it wasn’t so much that Jonathan thought there was magic or an enchantment in use. It was the energy that came with activity in the city. There was too much going on here for him to believe this was a facade.

      They stepped away from the church, and he and Matthew looked up at it. Jonathan searched for any rippling effects along the building but didn’t see anything. He knew he was acting ridiculous—there was likely not anything here to be concerned about—but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there had been more facade activity lately than he was accustomed to.

      “Let’s finish this job, and then we can move on,” Jonathan said.

      “By ‘finish this,’ you mean the job, or do you intend to leave the city?” Matthew asked, his voice quiet.

      “Jayna is still here.”

      “Do you need to protect her?”

      Jonathan opened his mouth to argue with Matthew and tell him that, as Jayna’s older brother, he did need to protect her, but he was no longer certain that he did. At this point, Jonathan wasn’t sure.

      Did his sister need him? She was a powerful sorcerer in her own right. He had seen her skill and how clever she was. But she had also dismissed Heziah as a threat—to the point where she didn’t even believe that there was anything to fear. Jonathan knew better, and he worried that his sister underestimated Heziah. If she did, it would be to her detriment.

      If Jonathan left Ishan and if Heziah decided to go after her, would she be prepared?

      A better question would be whether she had the power to counter Heziah. Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure how powerful either of them was. And that, really, was the issue for both.

      “I don’t know,” Jonathan finally said.

      “Damn you, JD.”

      “You don’t have to stay.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Matthew said. “I just wish you didn’t feel like you had to take care of her. Of course, I also wish we didn’t get caught up in jobs where we end up with an angry sorcerer chasing after us and trying to force us into an impossible situation, but that’s neither here nor there.”

      Jonathan smiled. “If we finish this job, we have the means to ignore Heziah. At least for now. And maybe you and Elizabeth can get away for a little while. I don’t mean indefinitely,” Jonathan said, raising his hand to cut off Matthew’s clear objection, “but until he finishes whatever he’s after. He wants it done quickly, which tells me that he’s after something with a time constraint. I’m not sure what that is or why he would have one, but for whatever reason, I think we can lie low for a bit, let him cool off, and then we can regroup.”

      Matthew watched him, saying nothing.

      They headed back toward their home. Jonathan’s mind raced as he tried to come up with a plan for what they would need to do to break into the warehouse for the El’aras items, but Matthew was right. It wasn’t a complicated job. Certainly not the kind the two of them would have any difficulty handling. There might be some natural defenses that they would have to overcome, but it wouldn’t be anything like Vileforn’s vault. And it definitely wouldn’t be anything like what Heziah wanted them to do.

      “Do you really think he’s going to ever cool off?” Matthew asked, breaking the silence between them.

      Jonathan looked over. Matthew had his hand tucked underneath his cloak, undoubtedly squeezing the hilt of his sword. “Probably not,” Jonathan admitted.

      Matthew nodded. “Even more reason for us to deal with him. One way or another.”

      “We may have our chance, but we need to do it on our terms. Not his.”

      “This is a powerful sorcerer of the Society we’re talking about, Jonathan. Do you think he’s going to let us do it on our terms?”

      Jonathan didn’t have an answer to that, and Matthew didn’t push.

      They finished the walk back home in silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The street was dark, and Jonathan tried to stay in the shadows as he followed Matthew. Every so often, Matthew’s glowing enchantment would flicker so that Jonathan could follow him.

      It was a signal they had agreed to use, and as Jonathan tailed him, he practically felt the surge of energy coming off Matthew, a source of power that built up. It was an incredible enchantment. He really did have to give the sorcerer credit for that. Not all enchantments were so potent, and the fact that this one was—and that Jonathan was able to detect the nature of the enchantment so powerfully even from a distance—suggested that the sorcerer had put quite a bit of energy into the enchantment. Despite being something so simple, Jonathan had no difficulty detecting the signature.

      Jonathan looked toward the rooftop, searching all around him, not wanting to be surprised. There had not been anything so far, but he remained concerned that something might catch him off guard.

      Elizabeth crept carefully with a smile on her face, almost as if she were eager to do what they were doing. Her eagerness worried him. Still, it was nice having somebody as engaged as she was in the job.

      “Are you having difficulty holding the facade?” Jonathan asked.

      She wrinkled her brow, frowning. “Not so far. Everything is fairly straightforward.”

      He looked past her. The streets near them were basically storefronts, though every so often there were gaps, leaving him to question whether there really would be an easy way for her to hold on to the illusion. If she didn’t have any difficulty, that was good, but at the same time, he didn’t want her to be overconfident. It was easy for people to get cocky when it came to their skills, especially somebody like Elizabeth, who had grown increasingly competent and truly did have talent. He didn’t want her to run the risk of being overconfident and putting them in danger because she believed there wasn’t any risk.

      “Just keep an eye on everything around us,” Jonathan said. “Try to hold your facade, and if you have any trouble—”

      “I know how to do this, Dragon,” she said with a smirk.

      He smiled at her. “I know you do.”

      “What are you worried we might encounter?”

      Jonathan stared into the distance at Matthew moving ahead of him. “To be honest, I don’t know if Heziah might try something with us,” he said. “Seeing as how this is our first job since he decided to break in, it’s possible that he might choose this as an opportunity to see if he can weaken us.”

      She frowned. “I think we should have just taken care of him when we had the opportunity.”

      “If we would’ve known at the time…”

      Jonathan wasn’t even sure if they would have done anything differently. At the time, they had done what they could have, and they had acted on the information they had at hand. Had he known that Heziah was going to betray them, that he was going to try to harm them, Jonathan might have taken a different approach, but such things were not knowable.

      He walked forward carefully, and he glanced over to Elizabeth every so often, testing to see if he could tell whether she was going to lose control over the facade. He didn’t think so, though. He felt her magic. His ability to detect the use of magic wasn’t so strong that he was able to know everything about how she was holding it, but he was able to feel the energy she pulled.

      “Wait here,” Jonathan said as they reached an intersection.

      “Where are you going?” Elizabeth asked.

      He nodded across the street to Matthew. He stood in an alley and leaned against the wall, trying to look casual, but there was something stiff and uncertain about him.

      “Just over to talk to Matthew,” Jonathan said.

      “Don’t be long.”

      He laughed and grinned at her. “I thought you didn’t have any difficulty maintaining it.”

      “Just because I’m getting stronger doesn’t mean I want to do it unnecessarily,” Elizabeth said.

      “Well, it would be to conceal yourself.”

      “I don’t need to.”

      Jonathan snickered as he walked over to join Matthew. The atmosphere was almost enough to remind him of what it was like working with Grayson, when everything was relaxed and fun. Ever since Heziah had become a danger, things had taken a darker turn, even if he cared for his new team.

      Matthew arched a brow at him. “I suppose you’re going to taunt me as well?”

      “Taunt you?” Jonathan stepped through the facade, feeling the tingling in his skin that alerted him to the magic Elizabeth used. “I just wanted to make sure you’re ready.”

      Matthew grunted. “This job is simple. Don’t worry.”

      From where they stood in the alley, Jonathan could make out the merchant’s warehouse in the distance. It was a nondescript building, all black stone, and not the kind of place he would have ever chosen to target had he not been given directions to it. Certainly not the kind of place he would expect to hold El’aras items.

      “I’m more worried about you,” Jonathan said.

      “Like I said, don’t worry.” Matthew glanced across the street, his brow furrowing for a moment. “How is she doing?”

      “She’s ready.”

      Matthew breathed out heavily. “She’s too eager. I know you don’t think so, but I see it in her. And given everything she’s gone through, eagerness can be a danger.”

      “I know, but she’s confident. There’s a difference. We have trained her to that point. I would think that her level of confidence is exactly what we want.”

      “There you go again, thinking.”

      Jonathan clasped Matthew on the shoulder, and they hurried along the street.

      “Just make sure everything is clear,” Matthew said.

      “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      Matthew continued on, hand hovering above his sword, his movements fluid and graceful in a way that left Jonathan wondering what enchantments he had. Then again, with Matthew, it might be something other than enchantments. He wasn’t entirely sure, though he had his suspicions.

      Jonathan slipped back through the facade, rejoining Elizabeth.

      She frowned at him. “I heard the two of you. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Telling Matthew not to worry is like telling him not to breathe. He doesn’t like what we’re going after.”

      “Because they are El’aras?”

      “The items are valuable, so we won’t have any difficulty selling them,” Jonathan said, “but he recognizes that it’s dangerous to take items like that. It draws attention.”

      “Have you ever seen an El’aras?” she asked.

      “Not personally. They don’t travel into these lands very often. They don’t like our cities.”

      “I wonder why. I always heard stories about them. They are supposedly good fighters. Like Matthew, but I imagine they’re even faster and stronger than him.”

      “Matthew is plenty fast and strong,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, he does use enchantments, so that doesn’t necessarily count. But I wonder what it would be like.”

      Jonathan snorted. “If you ever see an El’aras, maybe you should run. As I said, there aren’t many around. But if you encounter one, I would be careful. They are even more dangerous than the Society.”

      They continued along the street, and Jonathan looked over to Matthew to see him marching alongside them. Masked with the facade as they were, there wouldn’t be any way for people to notice them without first piercing through the magic that surrounded them. Jonathan moved as quickly as he could, and Elizabeth trailed after him, saying nothing.

      A comfortable silence stretched between them. Elizabeth had a look of determination to her, and the set of her jaw suggested the concentration she used while holding her facade.

      They reached the warehouse, and Jonathan slowed as they neared in order to study the building. From within the facade, he could feel the magic Elizabeth was using, and he wondered if she was practicing adding additional layers.

      Jonathan looked ahead, trying to see just what it was that Matthew was doing, though it was difficult. He was a blur in the distance. The only thing Jonathan could make out was the hint of his gray cloak, but nothing more.

      Elizabeth frowned. “How does he do that?”

      “I stopped asking that a long time ago. He always has some hidden enchantment, though he’s never eager to share with me where he gets them. I figure it’s not my place to push him. Anyway, I think he’s trying to find another way in.”

      “We were supposed to stay together.”

      Jonathan shrugged as Matthew disappeared in the distance. “That was the plan, but he’s the only person I have ever worked with who likes to alter the plans as we go. Not that he would ever claim that he likes doing it, only that he does it without telling me.” He checked his own enchantments, making sure he was prepared, and then looked over to Elizabeth. “Are you ready?”

      “I’m always ready.”

      He hoped so.

      They moved forward, reached the end of the street, and pushed open the gate that led into the merchant’s warehouse. As they neared it, Elizabeth glanced over to him.

      “I have the facade up,” she said. Her jaw was clenched, and Jonathan noted a surge of magic coming from her. It was subtle, at least at first, but there was considerable power coming from her. Otherwise, he wouldn’t feel it quite as potently as he did now. “I hope Matthew moves quickly. I don’t want to have to hold this for too long.”

      The gate creaked as Jonathan pushed it. He tensed and grabbed one of his other enchantments. Maybe he should’ve used it on the gate.

      “I wish I could learn how to mute that,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan shook his head. “That’s not how a facade works.”

      “There’s no reason that it can’t. A facade is simply a blanket. I could wrap it in a heavier blanket, but I’m not exactly sure what that would take. I can try, but the more I hold on to it, the harder it is for me to feel what’s there.” She looked over to him. “I don’t suppose that makes any sense to you.”

      “Not completely, but I’m not like you. Anyway, I’ve had some experience with your ability, or at least I did through Grayson. I understand what you’re going through.”

      The creaking of the gate was an ominous sign. They didn’t like for anything to go awry so early in a job. So far there had been no response to the noise, so perhaps it wasn’t nearly as worrisome as he thought.

      Jonathan waited, but there was no further sound from the other side of the gate. He stepped through, and Elizabeth followed him.

      “If anybody passes by, they will know that something is going on unless you can leave a facade linked here,” he said.

      He knew that such a thing would be difficult, and it would require that she maintain incredible power. Elizabeth had proven herself strong, but this was asking even more of her than just strength. When Grayson had demonstrated something similar, he’d already had considerable experience with it, something that couldn’t be said for Elizabeth quite yet.

      “I might be able to think of a way to tie it down,” she said, “but it isn’t going to be easy. I’ve tried to do this in practice, but every time I’ve attempted it, it doesn’t hold. I’m sorry, Jonathan, but—”

      He rested a hand on her shoulder, quieting her. “It’s okay. I hope the job will be simple enough that it doesn’t require us to do much here. And we just don’t know. Maybe this will be completely straightforward and you won’t have to worry about anything.”

      Then again, there was a real possibility that this job would be a mess, especially given everything they had been going through with Heziah and all the dangers they had encountered.

      El’aras artifacts were usually well guarded, so it was likely that they would find some difficulty. He wasn’t going to tell Elizabeth that, though. He didn’t want to chip away at her confidence. Instead, he needed her to be fully prepared for anything they might face. Let her think that he didn’t need her help right now.

      They crept around the outside of the warehouse, making their way from the main path until they reached the back of it. They did not find anybody outside patrolling, though he hadn’t expected to. If this was the way the priest had laid it out, it should be uncomplicated. The merchant probably had no idea what they were even storing.

      When Jonathan reached the back door, he hesitated. They were still covered by Elizabeth’s facade, but he doubted that was necessary. They hadn’t seen anything that would indicate that they needed a facade to shield them at all.

      He froze, sweeping his gaze around. There was no sign of Matthew. “Where is he?” Jonathan muttered.

      “Is there anything I can do?” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan groaned. “We have to wait. We need him.”

      “What if he went in another way?”

      “Not Matthew. He might’ve come from a different direction to join us, but he’s going to go inside with us. He knows better.”

      Jonathan wasn’t going into the building without Matthew. El’aras items could be dangerous, and anybody who might have them transported to the city either did so without knowing what they had—which was dangerous enough—or knew exactly what they had. That was more concerning.

      They had to wait. They stayed near one of the small shrubs next to the door, hovering in the shadows. He glanced back, unsure what the facade looked like from the outside, though he could still feel it tingling along his skin. Elizabeth didn’t seem to be struggling nearly as much as she once would have.

      Jonathan tried to hide his frustration, but it began to get the best of him. What if something had happened to Matthew? Given what Heziah had done and the threats he had made, there was the possibility that he had somehow gotten involved. If so, it would create more difficulties for them.

      “Should we go back?” Elizabeth asked after ten minutes had passed.

      “Not yet,” Jonathan said. “Give him more time. He wasn’t that far behind.”

      “Has he ever—”

      “Matthew will not let us down.”

      Jonathan’s mind raced through dozens of different possibilities, different ways that Matthew might’ve been tripped up by Heziah. Or worse, captured.

      It made waiting difficult.

      He started to come up with an alternative plan. What if they had to go by themselves?

      They could get inside. He had little doubt of his ability to break through a door, especially with the enchantments he had on him. And once inside, Elizabeth’s facade should be enough to conceal them. They could search for the El’aras items, but having Matthew would make all of this so much easier, and far more straightforward.

      Jonathan crept ahead.

      “I thought we were waiting for him,” Elizabeth said.

      “We are, but I’m going to test the door before we have to do anything else. Maybe there will be some other enchantments here, or magic, or…” He just didn’t know. He thought this was a simple job, but maybe he was mistaken.

      Jonathan held his hand out as he approached the door, then began to feel a bit of energy. It was cool, like a flowing stream of water. Most of it seemed to come from Elizabeth, but some of it came from elsewhere.

      The door itself didn’t seem to be enchanted, but what he was feeling suggested that there was something else inside the home.

      He backed away, rejoining Elizabeth. “We need to get out of here. If Matthew isn’t coming, I’m not going to take this job, regardless of what the priest suggested.”

      And maybe the priest had known something.

      They circled back around the house, reached the gate, and walked out into the street. Once there, Jonathan finally relaxed.

      What had happened to Matthew?

      Elizabeth followed him as they headed through the city and reached their home. He went past it a few times, watching the building before doubling back. Elizabeth watched him with a strange expression.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “A test. I need to know if something is going on here.”

      “Something is going on. We should have finished the job.”

      “It’s not about finishing it,” Jonathan said. “It’s about the safety of the job. It will be there tomorrow.”

      “But we revealed ourselves. I mean, I revealed myself. I used my facade. If they recognize it—”

      Jonathan placed his hand on her arm and held her gaze. “The job will be there tomorrow.”

      Only, she was right. They had revealed themselves. They had opened the gate, and she had used the facade, and there had been that sense of magic on the other side of the door. Something was there.

      He let out a frustrated groan. Leave it to Heziah to get in his head. Jonathan had tried to sound confident, and tried to tell himself that he wasn’t concerned about anything Heziah might do, but he was distracted—far more than he thought he would be. Heziah had gotten to him. That fact irritated him, but perhaps it shouldn’t surprise him.

      He turned back toward the home.

      “Now what?” Elizabeth said.

      “I’m going back. I want to make sure that we didn’t leave any tracks behind because you’re right. This job is important.” And he couldn’t shake the feeling that the El’aras items might be significant, but he hadn’t quite pieced together how. Not yet. “But you don’t have to come with me. I don’t need a facade for this. You can stay here and wait for Matthew.”

      “I don’t like waiting,” she muttered.

      He snorted. “No one does. I remember when I had to scout for my first jobs. Sometimes those little jobs are painfully boring, but critically important. That’s the thing that not everybody gets told. They are what can make or break a good heist.”

      “Then you need my eyes.”

      “Just go inside,” he said.

      Jonathan patted her on the shoulder and then waited until Elizabeth went inside the home. He spun and strode through the city until he reached the merchant’s house again.

      Jonathan lingered in the shadows as he watched it. There was no sign of anybody having come through, and he didn’t detect any sense of magic, but he couldn’t help but feel as if something wasn’t quite right.

      The gate.

      They had left it open.

      That was what had felt off.

      It could be passed off as many different things, but given what they were keeping in this home, Jonathan couldn’t just leave it alone.

      When he was convinced that everything was quiet, he darted across the street, grabbed the gate, and pulled it closed. It made a soft sound, and he jumped back into the shadows to stay hidden. He lingered until he was convinced that nobody was coming.

      Jonathan started back toward his home and passed an alley. Several enchantments lay on the ground.

      He scooped up one of them and recognized the markings.

      It had to be Matthew.

      Matthew should not have come through here and lost his enchantments. If he had, wouldn’t Jonathan have felt it?

      He swept through the alley but saw no further enchantments or anything else to suggest Matthew’s presence. Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure what was here, though. When he didn’t find anything more, he looped back to their house.

      A faint stir of magic prickled his skin.

      Could it be an enchantment being used?

      Then again, as subtle as it was, it could be anything. It might even be Elizabeth practicing with her facade.

      Still, habit forced him to reach into his pocket and grab several enchantments in case he might need to use them. When he stepped into the house, he still didn’t feel anything.

      There had been a time when this home was comfortable and cozy, as if Jonathan didn’t have to worry about anything here. But after Heziah had violated the privacy of the home, he no longer felt that way. It wasn’t safe anymore. Maybe that meant it was time for them to move. The only problem was that they had invested so much money in purchasing the home, and selling it would be difficult.

      He reached the top of the stairs without any further sense of magic. It must have just been Elizabeth with her facade. But where was she? Could she have left? Maybe she’d followed him. That wouldn’t be surprising.

      He checked the rooms, finding them all empty, then headed back down into the main part of the home to go outside.

      The front door opened as he reached it. Matthew stepped inside.

      “Where have you been?” Jonathan snapped.

      Matthew staggered forward and slumped to the ground.

      Jonathan hurried over to him and kicked the front door closed. With a burst of power from one of his enchantments, he put up a barrier around the door, sealing them inside.

      Matthew looked up, his eyes glazed. “Attacked,” he mumbled.

      “Who?”

      Matthew shook his head. “Don’t know. Got near the target when I was struck.”

      “Let me guess, you used enchantments near there,” Jonathan said.

      “Had to,” Matthew said, nodding. “Tried to get your attention, but…”

      Jonathan grunted. “I think that has more to do with Elizabeth and the facade. I wasn’t able to feel anything.”

      “Not your fault.”

      “Where are you hurt?” Jonathan asked, looking him over.

      “Chest. Legs. Everywhere.”

      “Do you need a healer?”

      “Not a healer,” Matthew mumbled. “Need to sleep.”

      “Matthew—”

      Matthew grabbed him and pulled him close. “I will be fine.”

      Jonathan nodded, and he scooped Matthew up, moved him into the main room, and laid him down on a couch. He walked back to the door, then released the barrier he had sealed around it. He pulled open the door and looked outside.

      Where was Elizabeth?

      He went back inside. He knew what had happened here. They had taken a job after Heziah had come after them, and they’d gotten attacked. That wasn’t a coincidence. The job was supposed to be easy, which should have been all that Jonathan needed to know to be extra careful.

      Jonathan hurried back to Matthew and found him lying with his eyes closed, head rolled to the side. He needed Matthew to come around, and he needed to know more about what had happened to him. Who had been able to take Matthew out?

      Had it been sorcery? Not with the kinds of enchantments Matthew kept on him.

      If not that, then what?

      And where was Elizabeth?
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      Matthew slept for most of the night. Jonathan rested poorly, occasionally stirring before finally waking entirely. Each time he came around, he looked to see if Elizabeth had returned. So far, she had not.

      Something had to have happened to her. Had she been attacked like Matthew? If so, then waiting here might be a mistake. He didn’t like the idea of leaving her out in the city, potentially injured, when she needed him. She wouldn’t recover as quickly as Matthew. Elizabeth wasn’t the fighter that he was.

      Matthew started to sit up. “Have you been here all night?” he asked, opening his eyes and looking at Jonathan. He winced. How badly had he been hurt?

      “Long enough to keep an eye on you,” Jonathan said.

      “You don’t have to. You could have gotten some sleep.”

      “I wasn’t going to sleep until…”

      “Until what?” Matthew asked.

      “Until we were all back. When you didn’t show up at the job, I brought Elizabeth back. She should have been here. I went back to secure the gate at the El’aras job, but she wasn’t here.”

      He hated that he had left her. Because he had done so, she was now missing. Had he stayed with her…

      Jonathan had no idea what would’ve happened. Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered. If this was Heziah’s doing—and he suspected that it was—he wasn’t sure it would have made any difference.

      “What do you mean you went back to secure the gate?” Matthew asked.

      “We accidentally left it open. The gate was loud when we opened it.”

      Matthew shifted and rubbed his temple. “It wouldn’t have been loud. I had tested it earlier.”

      “Well, it squealed when I opened it.”

      Matthew looked to make sure that his sword was in place, checking the blade briefly before slamming it back down into its sheath. “What happened to her, then?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t know. Like I said, I dropped her off before I went back to look for you again. But even if she’s not here, we don’t know if it means anything.”

      “Of course it means something. The bastard has already proven that he doesn’t give a shit about any of us. Which means that it’s on us to keep the team safe.”

      Jonathan gritted his teeth. “If he hurt or took her—”

      “You’ll what?” Matthew asked. “It’s his way of forcing you to do the job.”

      “If that’s the case, then I know what we have to do.”

      “No,” Matthew said.

      “Even if it means something will happen to her? To you? To me? Even to Jayna?”

      Matthew waved his hand. “Your sister can take care of herself.” He glanced over to Jonathan. “I know you don’t like to believe it, but it’s true. She is fully capable. Gods, she might be more capable than you.”

      “Thanks,” Jonathan said.

      “You and I both know that’s no insult.”

      “I realize it.”

      Matthew sighed. “We need to know what happened.”

      “I will find out,” Jonathan said softly.

      “Really? Because I have a feeling that one way or another, he’s coming to send you a message.”

      “We need to be ready, then.”

      “With what?” Matthew said.

      “He might have proven himself willing to come in here, but I doubt he knows we were successful in purchasing as many enchantments as we did.” Jonathan frowned to himself, starting to formulate a plan in his mind. “If it comes down to it, we will use every single one of those enchantments to get her back. Whatever it takes. I will bring the full force that we can bear upon Heziah. We will show him that we aren’t afraid of him.”

      Matthew growled softly. “I wish we had killed him.”

      “We might still get our chance.”

      Matthew turned to him. “He’s a powerful sorcerer, Jonathan. More powerful than he has any right to be. Maybe Toral powerful. You probably don’t have any experience with them, but I’ve seen them in my time while you were away. They have a kind of magic you don’t want to deal with.”

      Jonathan wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but he did know what a powerful sorcerer was. “Just because he’s powerful doesn’t mean that we don’t stand a chance against him. We have enchantments—”

      “And he does not need them.”

      Jonathan let out a heavy sigh. He was worried about what Heziah might try and whether there would be anything they could do to stop him, but he didn’t want Matthew to know. He wanted Matthew to believe that he was confident. But as he swept his gaze around the house, there was a tingling power that persisted. There was some magic that remained.

      Could Heziah have only been trying to send them a message? Maybe it was his way of telling them that they were reachable. Of course, Jonathan knew they were. As a sorcerer, Heziah had many ways of getting to them. Jonathan squeezed several enchantments in his pocket, which he found reassuring.

      “What do you propose?” he asked Matthew.

      “I don’t even know. Not anymore. We are going to have to act, and probably do it quickly, but I don’t know what that’s going to entail. We will have to sneak up on him, maybe trap him, and then wait until the Society acts?” Matthew shook his head. “Normally, you’re the one to plan things, Jonathan.”

      “Normally,” Jonathan said. But in this case, he wasn’t sure he had a plan that would work against somebody like Heziah.

      “We’ll reach out to our contacts, see what we can find. Then we will decide. Together.”

      “Fine.” Jonathan nodded. “We do this together. But if it comes down to it, I’m the one who gets to drive the blade into his heart.”

      “It’s a deal.” Matthew got up and stretched, twisting from side to side.

      Jonathan looked over to him. “How much have you recovered?”

      “Well enough that I can help you.”

      “Are you still injured in any way?”

      “Possibly,” Matthew said. “I can’t really tell. I don’t know what hit me, so I don’t know what to make of how I’m feeling. To be honest, I’m surprised he didn’t try to take my sword.”

      Other than the enchantments Matthew kept on him, the sword was the only thing he really cared about. Without his blade, he was still a thief, but he wasn’t as deadly a thief. With Heziah after them, they needed deadly.

      Jonathan paced around the room and didn’t feel any evidence of magic, which suggested that whoever had come through here had not used any. Or that they had not needed to use any. Elizabeth could create powerful facades, but she couldn’t fight using them.

      When Jonathan reached one of the windows, he had a strange sensation. He stared out at the street and saw a figure there. Was somebody watching them? He hurried to the door and pulled it open, but the person he thought he had seen was gone.

      “What is it?” Matthew said, joining him.

      Jonathan shook his head. “I thought I saw something. Maybe someone.”

      “Where?”

      He pointed, and together they crossed the street. They made a quick circuit but didn’t see anything. When they reached the home again, Matthew scooped something off the ground outside and held it out.

      A marker.

      It was the same kind that Heziah had given Jonathan before, marked with a dragon just like the last one. It was a simple piece of metal, but the etching on the surface suggested a powerful enchantment within, even though there was no sense of magic from it at the moment. Jonathan suspected that he could activate it fairly easily—which would be just what Heziah wanted.

      “I guess we know who is involved,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew scoffed. “Like there was much of a doubt.”

      They went back in the house, and Matthew unsheathed his sword and started to pace. Jonathan stood in front of the hearth, staring at the marker.

      Finally, Matthew turned back to him. “The job involves getting into the Society, something that is practically impossible. Did he tell you what he wanted you to take?”

      “I don’t think he wanted me to know.”

      “Without our team…”

      Jonathan squeezed his eyes shut. He wasn’t sure he wanted to bring in a new team, especially not for a job that would potentially put somebody else in danger. That meant it would have to be just him and Matthew. The two of them weren’t going to be enough to accomplish the job.

      He looked over to Matthew, holding his gaze. “We don’t have to do it. We could refuse.”

      That had been Jonathan’s inclination naturally, regardless of what Heziah might want from them, and regardless of what Heziah might think he could get from them.

      Matthew crossed his arms. “If he has Elizabeth…”

      “Then we go after her. She’d be the job.”

      “You and I both know that he might not allow that.”

      Jonathan sighed. It was a real possibility. Heziah might make it so that it was difficult for them to do anything else. They might not have much of a choice. They had to get Elizabeth, and unfortunately, that might involve pulling the job Heziah wanted them to.

      He headed to the front door.

      “Where are you going?” Matthew asked.

      “I’m going to find the bastard.”

      “Are you sure you can?”

      Jonathan looked down at the marker in his hand. “No. But I think he wanted us to find him.”

      “Where you going to go to look?” Matthew said.

      “Where he found me the last time.”

      Matthew walked over to him. “I’m coming with you.”

      Jonathan arched a brow. “Are you sure you’re well enough for this?”

      “I am.”

      Jonathan knew better than to argue with him. He pulled the door closed behind them but didn’t bother to seal it. There wasn’t much for them to lose if someone broke into the home at this point. Heziah had made sure of that. Not only had he stolen their wealth, but now he had attacked the people Jonathan cared for.

      His mind raced. Matthew. Elizabeth. What about Leland?

      Leland should be safe outside the city. There would be no way for Heziah to get to him. At least, no way that Jonathan could easily come up with. Then again, this was Heziah.

      He would need to send word to Leland. If nothing else, he could warn him and hopefully give him enough time to stay ahead of anything Heziah might do.

      Then there was a matter of Jayna. She didn’t fear Heziah, as she was probably overly confident in her own abilities, but Heziah had proven that he could get to Jonathan’s team. Maybe he needed to protect his sister, whether she believed she needed it or not. Jayna wouldn’t permit it, but if he offered her a measure of protection without telling her what he was doing, he might be able to help.

      He’d have to think on how to do that. For now, he suspected she was the safest one of all of them. She had the protection of the king, and she had the Society. Elizabeth had neither. She only had them.

      As they headed through the streets, Matthew stayed close to him, keeping one hand on the hilt of his sword. There was a quiet rage within Matthew that Jonathan didn’t always see. Most of the time, Matthew was quite reserved. It was a measure of his current anger that he strode the way he did, and a measure of his irritation that he seemed willing to risk the ire of the king and the city guard by using his weapon out in the open.

      Jonathan stopped in the middle of the street where he had first encountered Heziah, then set the marker on the ground. He tapped on the center of it and stared at it for a moment, waiting to see if he might feel any tingle of magic, but he did not. He didn’t know if it worked.

      If it was an enchantment, he should’ve felt something. The fact that he did not suggested that either this was not an enchantment, or perhaps Heziah really was far more powerful than Jonathan had given him credit for.

      “Are you sure that will summon him?” Matthew asked.

      “No,” Jonathan said. “But there’s got to be a reason that he left it for us.”

      “Or as a taunt.”

      “Maybe.”

      Jonathan had no idea what it would take, or how Heziah would appear once they triggered the enchantment. Would he even show? He doubted that Heziah would reveal himself, especially knowing that Jonathan and Matthew were here and that they were angry. More likely than not, he would send a surrogate.

      “I don’t like waiting for him,” Matthew said, gripping his sword. Jonathan half expected him to unsheathe it and start storming around the courtyard to try to get Heziah’s attention.

      “I don’t think we have much of a choice,” Jonathan said.

      “How long do you think we will have to—”

      “Jonathan Aguelon,” a voice said.

      Heziah’s.

      Jonathan peered around but didn’t see him.

      “And Matthew. The two of you have come to talk to me together?”

      Jonathan looked down. The voice was coming from the marker. It was an enchantment.

      “You couldn’t even come yourself?” Jonathan asked.

      “I thought it was best that I not, especially considering our last conversation,” Heziah said. “I imagine that you are most upset with me. I am terribly sorry for that. I know you would have preferred that I had not gotten involved in any of this, but unfortunately, I had a need.”

      “Where’s Elizabeth?” Jonathan demanded.

      “She is fine.”

      “Fine? If you hurt her—”

      “What do you think you can do to me?” Heziah asked. There was almost amusement in his voice, and Jonathan wanted to reach through the enchantment and throttle him. He wished there was some way to use the enchantment to get to Heziah. “You don’t get to dictate the terms of this arrangement any longer. You had your opportunity.”

      “What do you want?” Jonathan said.

      “I’ve already told you what I want. The job will be difficult. There is no way for me to change that, but the great Jonathan Aguelon should be more than capable of completing it.”

      “What do you need us to take?” Matthew asked.

      “I believe your friend has been given the details.”

      “You told me you want me to break into the Society,” Jonathan said. “You didn’t tell me what you wanted me to take.”

      “Ah,” Heziah said. “Unfortunately, my lack of trust in your ability to keep my business as my business precludes me from sharing much more than that. I suppose I could tell you that the item is on one of the lower levels so that you can continue your planning. You are planning, are you not?”

      Jonathan hadn’t been, as his only intention had been to ignore Heziah and his demands. That was, until Matthew and Elizabeth had been targeted.

      “Is it a weapon?” Jonathan asked.

      Heziah laughed. “Why would I have need of a weapon?”

      “Taunting us isn’t going to convince us to take the job,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan wondered if Heziah was even aware that Matthew now had his sword unsheathed. Probably not. Then again, it depended on what the enchantment permitted.

      “I’m not taunting,” Heziah said. “I’m only trying to show you that you should take a job that will be in your best interest, seeing as how your team needs for you to do this. You are in need of funds, I believe.”

      “If we take this job, then you will restore the money you took from us?” Matthew said.

      “Perhaps. Minus my cut, of course.”

      Jonathan paced, making a circle around the marker that was lying on the ground. He still didn’t have any sense of magic coming off it, which troubled him. There should have been some signal there, but he felt nothing. Yet there was no doubt that it was an enchantment, and something of considerable power as well.

      “We can’t do this without our team,” Jonathan said.

      “You would have me work with you?” Heziah laughed softly. “If I wanted to get involved, I would have done so. No. I’m hiring you to do the job.”

      “I don’t want you on it,” Jonathan snapped. “I want Elizabeth. I need you to return her.”

      “She will not be necessary for this task,” Heziah said.

      “She’s necessary for us.”

      “Someone who can create a minor facade is not going to be helpful in this situation.”

      “I will decide what’s going to be helpful in the job,” Jonathan said.

      “I’m afraid that will be impossible. As I’m sure you can understand, given my need to have a bit of leverage, you will need to take this job no matter what. And do it within the next week.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “That’s not enough time.”

      “That is the time you get,” Heziah said. “I’m giving you a hard deadline. If you don’t complete the job in that time frame, then I fear we will find out how resilient our young little thief is.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No,” Jonathan repeated, looking over to Matthew, who arched a brow at him. “I’m not doing this job unless you return her to me. Consider it an act of good faith.”

      “If I return her to you, what will motivate you to even do the job?” Heziah asked.

      “Because we will know that you can get to us,” Jonathan said. “Wasn’t that the point? You wanted to make sure we knew you could reach us. You’ve proven that, Heziah. You’ve proven that we aren’t going to be able to take any other jobs until we do yours.”

      Matthew had a dark expression on his face. He likely was thinking about how he had been injured the night before, and yet, even with that, Jonathan wondered whether Heziah had tried to truly hurt Matthew.

      Jonathan crouched down in front of the marker. “If you want me to do the job, then you’re going to return her. I’m not taking a job without the necessary crew.”

      Heziah gave a loud sigh. “If you truly believe she is instrumental in your success, then I suppose I am willing to release her. An act of good faith and all.”

      “She is instrumental,” Jonathan said.

      “Then if that is the case, I expect the job to be completed in the next three days.”

      “That’s not enough time.”

      “I’m afraid that is the timeline. I will release our young thief, but you will finish the job in three days. If you do not, then…”

      Jonathan looked over to Matthew. He could already see the gears working in Matthew’s mind. He was no doubt starting to think through what they would need to do, the nature of the job, and all aspects they would need to consider in order to be successful. It wasn’t going to be easy. Neither of them would expect that. Worse, it was the kind of job that could lead to them getting captured or killed.

      “If you attempt to leave the city, I will know,” Heziah said. “If you attempt to defy me, I will know. If you attempt to do anything but the job, I will know. Do not think that I will be kind if you fail.”

      “Are you threatening my life?” Jonathan asked.

      “Worse. I’m threatening your livelihood,” Heziah said.

      Jonathan glared at the marker, wishing Heziah was able to see his face but knowing it didn’t matter. The rage he felt made little difference. “Fine. We will do it in three days.”

      “Very well. And to make sure you are successful, I will provide you with an additional benefit.”

      “What’s that?” Matthew asked.

      “You will have to see.”

      With that, the coin flickered, then went dark. Jonathan waited for Heziah to do something else, but there was nothing more.

      “He burned out the enchantment,” Jonathan said, crouching down next to it and pressing his hand on it. There was no sense of magic within it, nothing that would reveal whether Heziah was even reachable through it still. Of course, there had been no sense of magic from it in the first place.

      “Either that, or he wants you to believe he did.” Matthew took the marker and tossed it. “For all we know, he can still use it to listen in on us.”

      “Or we could use it to try to find him.”

      “We need to get back home,” Matthew said.

      “You’re probably right. I suspect we are going to find Elizabeth when we get back.” That would fit with Heziah’s smug reaction, and it might have been his plan all along.

      Matthew glanced down to the ground where the coin had been, before looking up at Jonathan and nodding. “Then let’s get back.”

      “If he did anything to her…”

      “I will hunt until I find him,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan met his friend’s gaze. “We might need you to do that regardless.”

      Matthew slammed the sword back into its sheath. “I know.”
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      Elizabeth was waiting for them when they reached their home, but somebody else was with her.

      “Leland?” Jonathan said, frowning as he glanced at the older man.

      He was dressed in a gray jacket and pants, with a silver ring on one finger and a thick beard that had more gray in it than the last time Jonathan had seen him.

      “Jonathan,” Leland said, letting out a heavy sigh. “When Heziah grabbed me, he said you were unharmed, but I didn’t know whether I could believe him.”

      “He grabbed you?”

      Leland twisted his jacket in one fist, looking up and meeting Jonathan’s eyes. With his other hand, he scratched his beard. “I was traveling for supplies toward a village near my mother’s home. I was picked up, and there wasn’t anything I could do.”

      “That bastard,” Matthew muttered.

      “I thought… Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter what I thought,” Leland said. “I had no idea who had taken me. It wasn’t until I got to the city and was dumped in a small windowless room that I realized it was Heziah.”

      Jonathan tried to suppress the frustration within himself. “You should have been safe.”

      Leaving the city hadn’t been enough for Leland to get beyond Heziah’s reach? How could he have managed to find Leland? Heziah was a powerful sorcerer, but that kind of influence was more than Jonathan would’ve expected.

      Maybe it really was time to go to Jayna again and learn what she might know about him. She knew more than what she had shared with him.

      “Did he say anything?” Jonathan asked.

      “Only that he was waiting for you to commit to a job,” Leland said, looking over to Elizabeth. “Then they brought her in.”

      Jonathan hated that he had somehow gotten Leland involved. The locksmith had escaped the city and had had an opportunity to be away from all of this, and now he was drawn back in.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to Leland. “I didn’t know he was going to pull you in.”

      Leland smiled, though it was a sad one. “It’s not your fault.”

      Matthew grunted. “It kind of is.”

      And it was. As much as Jonathan might want to deny it, he was responsible. Were it not for him, Leland would’ve been able to stay with his ailing mother and use whatever money he had remaining—and given how much they had stolen from Vileforn, it would be a significant sum—to help her recover.

      There wasn’t anything more he could say to Leland. Not at this point.

      He turned to Elizabeth. “Are you hurt?”

      She stared at him, her eyes wide. “No. When you left me, I was heading upstairs. I… I felt somebody, and I tried to place a facade. Then I tried to escape, to kick the way Matthew taught me, but…” Her voice trailed off, and she trembled.

      Jonathan squeezed her shoulders, looking her up and down. He could easily imagine the kinds of things that Heziah’s men would do to somebody like Elizabeth. She was young, inexperienced, and she deserved better from him.

      “Did they harm you in any way?” he asked.

      “No. Not really,” she said.

      Matthew growled. “What do you mean, not really?”

      “They just grabbed me and tied me up. Then they bound me and held me until… Well, until they released us.”

      Jonathan glanced over to Matthew. “It was a message for me. He wants to force me to take the job.”

      “What’s the job?” Leland asked.

      “He wants us to break into the Society and steal something.”

      Leland’s jaw dropped. “He wants you to do what?”

      “It’s not going to be easy.” Jonathan breathed out heavily, and he looked at the others. This was his team. These were his friends, as well.

      “You’re right. It’s going to be impossible,” Leland said.

      “We have to get past that belief and come up with a plan. He’s given us three days.”

      “Or what?” Elizabeth said.

      This was the part that pained him. “I don’t know. Three days, or else we find out just how far he’s willing to go.” As he looked at Leland and Elizabeth, Jonathan had a strong suspicion about what Heziah would do. And he had a good idea of what he would do in response.

      “We could leave,” Leland said. “I could put you up for a little while—”

      Jonathan shook his head. “He said he would know if we tried to leave. I have no idea how, but I believe him.”

      “Then what?” Leland asked. “We do the job?”

      That was what Jonathan had anticipated, but he could see from the others’ faces that they were less inclined to do that.

      “We can get some protection,” Matthew said, “but we won’t be able to hire much. He cleaned us out. Then, when we were doing another job, he attacked me and grabbed Elizabeth, but I was able to get away.”

      Leland gave a low whistle. “All of this to get us to take a job? Why couldn’t he have hired some other crew?”

      “Revenge,” Elizabeth said.

      “He’s just using you against me,” Jonathan said. “He blames me. Not you.”

      “He’s a bastard,” Matthew mumbled.

      Jonathan looked at each of them. “So we plan as if we have no choice. We prepare. Decide what our next step will be. If it comes down to it, we have to be ready to do the job. At the same time, I want us to decide whether or not we are willing to complete the job he’s required of us.”

      “But why wouldn’t we do it?” Elizabeth asked. “Other than it being impossible. If he is really going to these lengths, then wouldn’t it just be better to take the job and be done with him?”

      “It’s also possible that he will want to continue to use us, and I don’t know what he’s trying to get us to go after,” Jonathan said. “That might be the biggest issue. Whatever he wants, whatever Heziah thinks is valuable enough that he can’t go after it himself and needs us, is probably dangerous.”

      “So you don’t know the target?” Leland asked.

      Jonathan shook his head. “He didn’t tell me quite yet. He said it’s in the heart of the Society house, so it’s going to be difficult to reach, but it’s more than just that. I think he will use the job as a way of getting to us. At least, to me. There’s more to the job and what he plans.”

      “It’s Heziah,” Matthew muttered.

      Jonathan glanced around. “I’d like to get out of here. I don’t like the idea of Heziah having some way of listening in on us. I don’t know if he can or not, but if he hid some enchantments here, it’s possible that he knows exactly what we’re doing.”

      The others nodded, and they all fell silent. Matthew had stiffened at Jonathan’s comment and grabbed the hilt of his sword, though Jonathan doubted that Matthew was going to do anything with the blade. Not unless he had an opportunity to go after Heziah directly. And that, unfortunately, was not going to be easy.

      Once they stepped out of the home and into the street, Leland glanced back at it and whistled. “Had I known you were going to end up in a place like this, I might’ve stayed.”

      Jonathan smiled sadly. “You needed to get your mother out of here. I remember how determined you were to get her healed and to safety.”

      “No one else would,” Leland said, his voice soft.

      “You did the right thing, getting out of here,” Jonathan said. “Unfortunately, it seems as if the city, and Heziah, brought you back. But we will do whatever we can to ensure that you don’t get stuck here.”

      Even as he said it, there was a part of Jonathan that questioned whether he was going to be able to fulfill that promise. He worried that it wouldn’t be possible.

      Matthew guided them through the streets, weaving past a few closed shops and raucous taverns before Jonathan realized where they were going. He hadn’t been to the tavern that was their destination in quite a while—long enough that he didn’t think Heziah would know about it. That was the key. They had to be ahead of Heziah to keep him from knowing what they were doing and then interfering.

      “I don’t remember coming here before,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan nodded. “If you don’t, it’s likely Heziah doesn’t know about it either. At this point, we have to assume that he is aware of every place we’ve been, even if he wasn’t with us.”

      Matthew pulled the door open and waited for them to go inside. The tavern was quiet, the kind of place Jonathan had once enjoyed visiting. Soft murmurs came from a few people at tables, a mandolin player near the back strummed gently and sang a mournful song that fit Jonathan’s mood, and the waitstaff swept in and out of the kitchen.

      Once they each took a seat, Leland looked around. “I think I like this place.” He stared at one of the waitresses, who showed him a bit of cleavage. Jonathan clapped him on the shoulder and laughed.

      While they waited for their server to come over, Jonathan leaned forward. “Let’s begin with planning. We have to come up with a way to complete the job and keep ahead of Heziah. I suspect that he gave you both some information about what he wants from us?” He looked from Elizabeth to Leland, but they both shook their heads. “Maybe he didn’t do it intentionally, but I know Heziah. He was drawing you into his plan, but he also wanted to pass on some information.”

      “Are you saying he’s trying to help us?” Leland asked, and he looked up at the waitress as she glided over.

      They quickly ordered drinks and food, and Jonathan reluctantly fished out the remaining coin he had. They would have to scrimp, or else they might have to take another job—something he was not thrilled with at this point. Not while Heziah had them on a countdown.

      When she was gone, he leaned back. “I don’t think he’s trying to help us, but he is trying to influence us,” he went on. “And he’s trying to force us into a job that is generally impossible.”

      “Does it have to be just the four of us?” Leland asked.

      “I don’t know. We can try getting additional help…” Jonathan began. He had a hard time thinking of who else he would trust with the job. “But I don’t know if he will permit it. It depends on what he sees.”

      Matthew was watching him. Jonathan could already tell the direction of his thoughts. Jayna had proven that she was unwilling to get involved, so going to her wouldn’t help them. He doubted that Matthew understood that. Jonathan knew in his heart that she was not going to be willing to help.

      There were others they could go to. He and Matthew had cultivated sources, and they had a list of different people who could be assets. This kind of a job, though…

      This job was incredibly dangerous, and if anyone heard they were heading into the Society, he knew how they would react. They would turn down the job in a heartbeat.

      But they could deal with that later.

      First, a plan.

      “To start with, we need to know the layout of the Society house,” Jonathan said. “Then we have figure out what we need to do there. And then we have to find out if we can uncover anything inside the house that could help us. We’re going to have to get through it, down to this storage location somehow, and find a way of getting to a section that Leland says is off limits to anybody not part of the Society.”

      Even talking about it, the job seemed impossible. Jonathan hadn’t felt that way about breaking into Vileforn’s house, though perhaps he should have. That job should have been impossible as well.

      “This is going to be one of the most difficult jobs I’ve ever taken,” he told them.

      “Maybe not the most difficult,” Matthew said, glancing to Elizabeth and Leland, “but it’s not going to be easy.”

      “So, we need to figure out what he wants, as well,” Elizabeth said. “I could keep an eye on him. At least, I could if I know how to find him. I could use a facade—”

      Jonathan shook his head. “We aren’t getting close to Heziah. He’s going to make it quite clear what he wants. I think he knows what we have to plan here, and he intends to dole out information only when he feels like we should have it. We need to be ready so that when we learn what he’s after, we can take action.”

      They might have to distract Heziah, and it might even involve getting what he wanted, but increasingly, Jonathan wasn’t sure they could do that.

      He looked at each of the people with him. “What do you know about the Society headquarters?” he asked Leland. He was likely the only one of them who had any experience.

      Leland frowned deeply. “When my mother was sick, I would go in periodically to help her get healed, though they weren’t always responsive to me. It wasn’t just the cost, but it was finding a sorcerer willing to attempt it.”

      Jonathan remembered the argument that Leland and Heziah had when they were working together, and about Leland’s feelings on sorcerers. Given his experience, that was all understandable. Jonathan was starting to have a similar feeling about sorcerers.

      “Can you sketch out what you remember of the floor plan? Even a little will be helpful.”

      Leland nodded. “I remember pretty well.”

      “The floor plan isn’t going to help us enough,” Matthew said.

      “I know,” Jonathan said, “and we are going to need more than just the layout. Once we get inside, we’ll need to know their defenses, but a floor plan is a start.”

      The server set down their drinks and food. Leland grinned at her, and she gave him a sly smile in return before leaving them.

      “You know, you can talk to her,” Jonathan said to him.

      “She wouldn’t want anything to do with me.”

      Jonathan snorted. “You mean because you’re rich?”

      Leland looked up. “That’s not what I—”

      “Or maybe it’s because you aren’t skilled. Then again, you are,” Jonathan added, chuckling softly. “You don’t always see it the way we do, but you have a definite skill set that we need. You just have to be confident in your own skills, and what they bring to the table.”

      Leland looked over to the woman. “I’ve always been so focused on my mother that I never really think about myself.”

      “And you have helped her,” Jonathan said. “When all of this is over, you’ll eventually go back to her. But at some point, you’re going to have to think about yourself.”

      Leland stayed silent.

      “Of course, when this is all over, we’re all going to have to think about ourselves.”

      “Assuming we succeed,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan held his gaze, but Matthew wasn’t wrong. Assuming they succeeded.

      Increasingly, Jonathan started to wonder if the team they had would be enough. The four of them might be capable, but it would certainly be better if they had one more—somebody with the kind of skill that Heziah wouldn’t anticipate. A sorcerer who had power.

      Jonathan knew that his sister wouldn’t agree, but he also didn’t think he could refuse to go to her. At this point, they needed all the help they could get.

      Not only would Jayna have the power to counter Heziah, but she might even be able to get the Society to work with them.

      If she agreed.

      That was the part he didn’t know.

      “Are you ready?” Jonathan asked, looking at the others. “We can eat and drink, but we’re going to get down to business. We are going to come up with a plan before we leave here tonight.”
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      Jonathan leaned over a piece of paper with quill in hand and several empty plates resting in front of him. They had dragged a second table over. The waitress mostly left them alone, though she did flash Leland a broad smile from time to time, which he happily returned.

      “I’ve drawn what I can,” Leland said, turning his attention back to the page. “This is all I know. The upper level is pretty straightforward. At least, the way I remember it.”

      The sketch showed a hall with more pathways branching off it. Leland had caught sight of a staircase leading down and another leading up. Given what Jonathan had heard about the Society, he suspected that upstairs would lead to the private quarters of some of the sorcerers. That wasn’t where they needed to go. They would have to go down. The problem was that Leland didn’t know anything further.

      “We’re going to have to have somebody else confirm the floor plan,” Jonathan said. “I have a resource that might work.”

      “You don’t think I’m telling you the truth?” Leland asked.

      Matthew shook his head and took a long drink of his wine. “It’s not a matter of telling the truth. It’s about whether the floor plan has changed since you were there before. When it comes to the Society, I wouldn’t be surprised if they altered things every so often given that they have the ability to do that. We have to be careful.”

      “I can go and see what I can uncover,” Elizabeth said. “I could tell them that I was interested in their enchantments.”

      “Careful there,” Jonathan said. “Don’t mention the enchanters. The Society doesn’t like to admit that there are others selling enchantments. They like you to believe that you can come to the Society for all your magical needs.”

      “But those sorcerers are part of the Society.”

      “They are, but they aren’t,” Matthew said, taking another drink of wine and wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. “Some of those sorcerers were part of the Society, but they were separated as well. It’s complicated, and I know it’s hard to understand.”

      Jonathan nodded. “And they don’t like the enchanters either.”

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

      “None of this makes any sense. Not unless you are in the Society itself.”

      “So, I find a reason to go to the Society, but not for enchantments. Maybe I can go in and talk to them about healing someone,” Elizabeth said, glancing over to Leland. “It’ll have to be somebody they don’t know, and I’m going to have to look as if I can afford it, but I think we still have enough coin for that. At least, I hope so?” She looked over to Jonathan, who nodded. “I will get as much of the layout as I can so we can confirm it.”

      “Somehow, we’re going to have to figure out what’s on the lower levels,” Jonathan said.

      That was the real challenge. Getting into the Society was not going to be the hardest part, though it would be difficult to do so without notice. Once they were inside, the issue was getting to the protected area.

      “And whatever protections they have,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan nodded. “Which is why we go to Jayna. If this goes the wrong way…”

      “What happens?” Leland asked, glancing from Jonathan to Matthew. “What happens to us if this goes the wrong way?”

      “Then we’re trapped by the Society,” Jonathan said. “None of us wants that.”

      He closed his eyes, trying to work through what needed to happen. He had a basic map of the Society house’s floor plan, which was helpful, but it wasn’t enough. They would need to know what magical protections were there. How else would they know what to incapacitate? If they knew what was waiting, it was a relatively simple matter to get enchantments that could counteract them, but the problem was that there was always a possibility that something might have changed. Much like the floor plan could change.

      And if they weren’t prepared…

      They could bring in hundreds of enchantments, but if they didn’t have the particular one that offered protection against what they encountered, then they would find themselves at the mercy of the Society. That had to be the reason Heziah wasn’t willing to do it on his own. Well, that and the fact that they might detect him.

      “We need to see the protections ourselves,” Jonathan muttered. “I’m not sure what we will find, but we might need to start testing the perimeter.”

      He looked around. Elizabeth picked up a piece of bread and chewed it. Leland stared at his waitress friend. Matthew watched Jonathan.

      “We need to get a better idea of what he’s after,” Jonathan said. “One of us has to do that.”

      “One of us?” Matthew snorted, taking another drink of wine. “I think we both know who’s better equipped for that. I’ll start digging. I can check with some of my resources and see if he has made any suggestions about what he wants. Whatever he’s after, it’s likely that he intends to move it.”

      Jonathan wasn’t so sure. That would be the case in a normal job, but this was far from normal. He nodded anyway. “See what you can come up with, and I’ll do the same.”

      “You might get played again,” Matthew said.

      “I might.”

      Jonathan hated that it was true. Since getting out of prison, he had not been in control the way he was used to. It wasn’t just this job. It was also the Vileforn job, where he had been used. And now, with this one, he couldn’t help but feel as if this was more than just about Heziah.

      “Why don’t you begin working on some options for us?” he said to Leland. “Figure out something that can help us with locks, and perhaps other enchantments. I know that’s not normally how it works for you, but the Society might be more susceptible to your talents. They do think they’re impervious.”

      “For good reason,” Matthew muttered.

      “Which is why they believe they don’t have to worry about anybody sneaking in,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew shrugged. “Because they don’t.”

      Jonathan ignored him. “So see what you can come up with,” he said to Leland. “When you’re done, I will see if I can’t find an enchantment we can test it on.”

      “I still don’t know if I have that kind of talent. But I’ll try,” Leland said.

      Jonathan turned to Elizabeth. “I need you to keep practicing with your facade. More than just moving with it. I need you to test different layers.”

      Elizabeth nodded.

      As he looked over to Matthew, he felt as if they were too poorly prepared. It was one thing to have an idea of what they needed to be doing, but they were dealing with a lack of information. They had to do something dangerous, he suspected.

      He might have to go after Heziah simply to find answers.
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      Jonathan still had not found any sign of his sister, which irritated him. He needed her help, and he wished he could simply summon her. He swept past the palace, his gaze lingering along the wall, but he didn’t see any indication of her. When he was here before, she had come to him quickly, as if anticipating that he was here. She had made some comment about her ability to know where he was and when he was coming, so he assumed that the same would be said now.

      The other possibility—and it was one that Jonathan tried not to think about—was that Heziah had somehow gotten to her. He didn’t think that was possible, but what did he really know about Heziah? Only that he was a powerful sorcerer. His sister was one as well, so she should be safe. He hoped.

      If this was about revenge on Jonathan, which he suspected was Heziah’s primary focus, then it made sense for Heziah to be a threat to Jayna. She had been a part of forcing Heziah into exile, though as far as Jonathan knew, Heziah had no idea she had been involved in that.

      Jonathan circled around the palace and made another pass before heading back toward their home. He had no intention of staying out here tonight, or any night in the future. Not with the potential for danger.

      The city was quiet, which normally he would not mind. At least, not these days. There was a time when he enjoyed the hustle and bustle of the city, the chaos of everything around him, but those days were long past. He passed several shops, all of them closed at this point. Otherwise, he didn’t even see any other people.

      As he walked, he found himself drawn toward the Society house. The domed structure was easy to find. It was located near the center of the city, though not situated as centrally as the palace. The building was enormous, almost as massive as the palace itself was.

      The Society house was made out of an ancient stone and exuded a sense of magic. There were sculptures situated on either side of the door, which Jonathan suspected were meant to be activated by those inside as some sort of defense mechanism. The wall around it was engraved with intricate markings—enchantments that would offer another measure of protection.

      The building was said to be impenetrable. From what he could tell, and what he could feel, it truly was. It was the kind of place that he would never consider breaking into. There was no point in it, mostly because success would be impossible. Jonathan didn’t like taking jobs that were doomed to fail. He preferred opportunities where he could not only succeed, but also get away without anyone having any idea that they had been robbed.

      He paced alongside the building and made a circuit around it, his gaze lingering on it. He drifted past for a moment before turning and moving farther along the street. Jonathan was careful, not wanting to draw any sorcerer’s attention to him. It was better for the Society not to know that he was staking it out, so he made a loop around it before heading back out into the city.

      Even as he did, he continued to glance back at the Society house. Getting in wasn’t going to be easy. Jonathan had come up with a basic outline of a plan, but that was all it was at this point. An outline. What he needed now was something more distinct and definitive. They might be able to go through the front door, but depending on what protections were there, they would need to have a plan in place for dealing with any of the magic that might be there. Yes, the front door was an option, but it wasn’t a good one.

      How would we get in, then?

      He thought about Grayson and the lessons his old mentor had once given him. “Sometimes the obvious answer isn’t the easiest one. Always look for easy, kid.”

      Jonathan remembered that conversation well, as he had been sitting inside the tavern they used as a meeting point—a dirty, run-down place that had terrible ale and even worse music, but there was something comforting about it. He remembered it because it was a time when Grayson had referred to him as a kid, but there was real warmth in his tone. Jonathan had suggested a complicated plan, and Grayson had objected.

      “So how do you find the easy way?” Jonathan had asked.

      “Like I said, it’s not always obvious. If it was obvious, then anybody would find it. You have to dig a little deeper.”

      Jonathan smiled at the memory. Grayson was still out there. And unless he managed to overpower Heziah, he wasn’t sure he would ever figure out what had happened to Grayson. That was the other part of everything Jonathan intended: learn what Heziah had done to Grayson.

      Obvious isn’t always the easiest.

      Increasingly, Jonathan was convinced that “obvious” was what Heziah intended for them. If they went through the main entrance of the Society house, they would pit themselves against sorcerers, which was probably what Heziah wanted. Heziah had not specified how they should go in, though. He had only mentioned that he wanted them to break in and retrieve something.

      There had to be another way in.

      That might be something he could get from Jayna, if only she were willing to share.

      Jonathan headed back to the Sorcerers’ Society and paused for a moment, looking up. It was growing dark. Jonathan could make out lights in the windows. The lights were probably magical, perhaps some sort of enchantment, but they looked almost perfectly natural. A light like that would be valuable, though difficult to carry. Still, he didn’t notice any movement inside the building.

      If they were to break in at night, they would be able to do so under the blanket of Elizabeth’s facade, but even a facade might not be effective against the Society. Sorcerers would be attuned to the possibility of magic, even Elizabeth’s kind, so he doubted that her facade would be effective against them. It might hold for a little while, but eventually it would fail and they would be revealed. A better option would be to come in with enchantments created by a sorcerer, but even those might not be enough. If he were to use enchantments that could mask their presence and then add that to what Elizabeth could do, it might be enough.

      Might.

      He hated the uncertainty. With the kinds of jobs they did, and his responsibility for keeping his people safe, uncertainty would only put them in greater danger. Jonathan was not willing to do that. Not only that, he had to have a plan in place where they could get in and out as easily as possible.

      He leaned back and stared at the house.

      “I could get you in there.”

      Jonathan jumped at the voice, then glanced over. It was Elizabeth. “I was just thinking about you,” he said.

      “Were you?”

      He nodded. “I was thinking about whether a facade would even work in a place like that.”

      “Why wouldn’t it?”

      “Well, to begin with, we know the magic is similar, though not necessarily the same. It’s possible they would have a way of detecting when you first used it.”

      “But if they don’t, then we could sneak in and get past them,” she said.

      “We could,” Jonathan agreed.

      “You don’t think it’s possible, though?”

      “I don’t really know.” He looked out at the emptiness of the street. “I’d like to think that we will be able to use everything we can in order for us to get past, but I simply don’t know.”

      “I don’t like this,” Elizabeth confided.

      “I don’t either.”

      “When he had me, he talked about trying to find a scepter. I forgot about it until now.”

      Jonathan glanced over at her and frowned. “A scepter?”

      She nodded as she stared into the distance, doing the same thing Jonathan was. “That’s what he kept saying. He was looking for a scepter.” She shrugged. “I don’t really know why, though. It doesn’t fit Heziah, does it?”

      “Not particularly. If he was going to use anything on anyone, it wouldn’t be a scepter. It would be magic.”

      “That was my thought as well,” Elizabeth said, “which is why I started to question it. Maybe he’s referring to something else as a scepter. You know, some sort of magical term.”

      Jonathan’s mind raced through the possibilities. “You might be onto something.”

      “I might be?” She smiled. “So… What do you think it means?”

      He let out a heavy sigh. “I have no idea. I keep turning it over in my mind, searching for answers, but I can’t come up with anything. I’m not exactly interested in pulling a job that’s going to guarantee our capture, so I’m trying to come up with an alternative. Besides, whatever he’s after is probably dangerous, and I definitely don’t want Heziah to have something like that.”

      “Something relating to sorcery?”

      “I’m sure,” Jonathan said. “I’ve been trying to find my sister, but that’s like finding a pebble in a stream.”

      “I think the saying is ‘a needle in a haystack.’”

      “In this case, it’s a little different. There are plenty of sorcerers around the city, and I can feel them using magic.” Too often for Jonathan’s liking. “But finding a particular sorcerer is difficult, and my sister is one of the most difficult ones to find. I have gone by the palace more times than I can count, looking to see if I will catch sight of her going in or out, and have not seen anything. It leaves me thinking that either she’s not there, or she wants to make it seem as if she’s not there.”

      “Or she just knows you’re coming,” Elizabeth said.

      He snorted. “Maybe that’s all it is.”

      “How would you stop Heziah without her?”

      “That’s just it. When it comes to sorcerers, it’s not easy to neutralize them. Oh, I can come up with plenty of ways to get away from one, even to evade their magic, but neutralize?” He shook his head. “That implies something altogether different—not only stopping one attack, but keeping them from attacking again.”

      “What about your sister?” Elizabeth asked. “How did she become one?”

      If anybody else were to ask, Jonathan wasn’t sure that he’d answer. He had come to know Elizabeth, and he felt far more comfortable with her than he did with anyone other than Matthew. Well, and Grayson, but he still had no idea what had happened to Grayson. That was one more reason that he wanted to defeat Heziah, if only so that he could find out what had happened to his friend. Heziah would tell him, of that Jonathan was certain, but if Jonathan wasn’t careful enough and wasn’t fast enough, there was a real possibility that Heziah might do something to Grayson before Jonathan had a chance to save him.

      “She became a sorcerer because of me,” Jonathan said. “She had talent. The problem was that she didn’t have the means to learn about that talent, nor did she have the opportunity to study.” He tipped his head, nodding toward the Society. “The sorcerers limit access to their training grounds. It’s expensive, for one, and unless you know a sorcerer or have some connection to them, they aren’t willing to train you.”

      “How did she get in, then? Did you know a sorcerer?” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan grunted. “If I knew a sorcerer, most of my jobs would have been a lot easier than they were.” He smiled. “What I had was a particular set of skills. I was willing to use them, especially when it came to Jayna. I took jobs that were probably not the right ones, and yet, at the same time, I knew what I might be able to gain in doing them.”

      “You worked for the Society?”

      “Not directly,” Jonathan said. “And to be honest, I don’t even know if I was doing jobs for the Society or for somebody who made it seem as if they were from the Society. The jobs were difficult and dangerous, but I still did them.”

      “I suppose any job they gave you would be dangerous.”

      He grinned. “I was able to save up a considerable amount of money. When the time was right, I presented her to the Society.”

      “If you did that, then why is she so upset with you?” Elizabeth asked.

      “She doesn’t know I did it.”

      “You kept it from her?”

      Jonathan nodded. “I didn’t have much choice. I didn’t want her to know what I was doing, and I didn’t want her to be angry if she learned about it. She needed to believe that she had gotten in on her own merit. And she had, at least mostly. But the problem was that nobody gets into the Society on their own merit. Not really. Even her.”

      Jayna was skilled, so she had every reason to be admitted to the Society on her own, but what he had done was given her an advantage. She needed it.

      She was one person that he had never intended to betray or keep anything from, but she also was the one person who couldn’t know that her entire existence was tied to the kind of work he did—the kind that she despised.

      “So you lied to her,” Elizabeth said. There was a hint of frustration on her face. “You still haven’t told me why she doesn’t like the type of work you do. Doesn’t she know about it?”

      “That’s a very different question,” Jonathan said.

      Jayna had her own distinct view of morality. The kind of work he did didn’t fit into her notion of what was right and wrong. In her mind, everything he did that involved stealing was wrong.

      But what choice did he have all that time ago?

      It was difficult to remember what it was like when their parents had still been around. Their family didn’t have much money, and he had not had any opportunity to take more traditional lines of work. He had gone down the only path offered to him.

      “Why not tell her what you did?” Elizabeth asked. “If she cares about you, it seems to me that she would want to know.”

      “Oh, I’m quite certain that she would want to know, but the better question is whether or not she should know.”

      “You don’t think it would help her think differently of you?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t want her to think a specific way about me based on what she believes I have done. Anyway, we should get moving.”

      “I could get you inside the building,” she said.

      It was the same thing she had said when she’d first found him, and he realized that she’d been holding on to a facade for most of their conversation. It had become increasingly difficult to tell with her. There were times when he could figure out that she was using a facade, but there were also other times when she didn’t show any sign of strain. He found her progress impressive.

      “I don’t think we need to go that route quite yet,” Jonathan said, smiling.

      “I’m not your sister. I know what role you have. I know what you’ve been doing.” Elizabeth’s facade started to slip, as if it were a candle getting ready to be blown out.

      “We should move,” he said again.

      “I can do this.”

      “I know.”

      The door to the Society house opened. Two sorcerers walked outside and looked across the distance toward them. Jonathan could feel their magic, though he had no idea what sort of power they were using. Likely, they had felt something.

      Which suggested that they were aware of Elizabeth’s magic.

      Perhaps his team needed to be testing the limits of sorcery. Jonathan had no idea what limits the sorcerers had, or how much they might even be able to detect. At this point, the only thing he knew about their limits was that they didn’t have any. How much could they perceive?

      A simple facade might be enough magic that sorcerers could pick up on it, or perhaps they weren’t aware of it. Maybe there were layers of facades they couldn’t pick up on.

      Jonathan and his crew were running out of time. The longer it took for them to come up with a strategy, the less likely it was that they would be able to complete the job. They simply needed to do it.

      He touched Elizabeth on the elbow and guided her away.

      “Why are we leaving?” she asked.

      “Because you already proved something for me,” he said. “You proved that the sorcerers are fully aware of when you are using your power out there.”

      “Why would that matter?”

      “Because you weren’t using all that much. At least, I don’t think you were.”

      He glanced over his shoulder back to the Society. The sorcerers had come out because they’d detected her, or maybe there was something else. The amount of magic Elizabeth would’ve been drawing on for her facade was significant for her, but subtle and faint for a sorcerer.

      How are we going to get around this?

      They couldn’t use enchantments. Not if they wanted to avoid the Society detecting them.

      Elizabeth still held on to her facade while she walked next to him, and although he could feel the cool, tingling sensation along his arms, he didn’t detect much.

      “What’s your hurry?” she asked as she kept up alongside him.

      “I’m not sure about all of this,” Jonathan said. “I thought we were going to be able to use enchantments or your kind of magic to break in, but I’m starting to question whether that would even be possible. Maybe I was a fool for thinking it was an option. But if they can pick up on your faint ability here, we aren’t going to be able to do it this way. I’m going to have to come up with something else.”

      “A different kind of magic, or a different way in?”

      Now that Elizabeth said it, an idea came to him. He should’ve been thinking about it before, but he had been distracted and not thinking clearly. At this point, Jonathan no longer knew if Heziah wanted them to succeed, or if he preferred that they fail.

      He grinned at her. “How about both?”
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      Jonathan studied the paper in front of him. The layout of the Society house was scrawled on it, and he was looking for anything that would help him figure out a plan, but anything he came up with seemed to be much more dangerous for them. They would have to deal with magic and different attacks, and pretty much anything would put them into the kinds of risky situations that he hoped to avoid.

      Which was exactly the point, he had realized. Heziah wanted to see if he could force them into taking a dangerous approach.

      “What was that?” Matthew asked, pointing to one section of the drawing as he looked over Leland’s shoulder. They were in the back room of a tavern—a different one than the last, making sure that they kept moving from tavern to tavern and never staying at one place longer than any of the others.

      Leland pulled another piece of paper out and set it on top of the other. “This was an office, nothing more, at least from what I could tell. I don’t really remember, to be honest. My time there was limited to looking for someone who could help with healing, if you will remember.”

      “We don’t need to push him,” Jonathan said.

      “I’m not trying to push,” Matthew said.

      “Then take it easy.”

      Jonathan rubbed a knuckle into his closed eye, then glanced around the small, wood-paneled room. They sat at the table in the center, with a tray of meats and cheeses resting in front of them, the price for their being able to use the room. Several mugs of ale were set off to the side, though most of them were untouched.

      Matthew tapped the page. “I’m just making a point about sorcery. This was the office immediately to the left of the entrance that was fully enclosed. It couldn’t have been moved easily, but these are sorcerers we’re talking about.”

      “Do you think that sorcery could move walls like that?” Elizabeth asked.

      Matthew arched a brow as he looked up at her. “You don’t really understand sorcery, do you?”

      She frowned. The beads of sweat on her brow and the dark circles under her eyes suggested that she’d been working with her facade, which Jonathan appreciated, even if he knew that pushing herself was probably only going to tire her more than necessary.

      “Sorcery wouldn’t be able to build walls, would it?” she asked.

      “Think of the enchantments we use,” Jonathan said. “They allow the person who makes them to put magic into the enchantment, but every construct has limits. There are specific boundaries to it. I suspect that if they wanted to, they could create a construct, a buildup, that would be easy enough to look like a wall.”

      Leland peered at the page where he had drawn the outline of the office. “I know what I saw.”

      “I’m sure you did see it,” Jonathan said. “The problem is that anything you saw in the Society house might have been temporary. That’s the nature of what they do. Whatever you see inside could be little more than a fleeting magical construct. It’s no different than how Elizabeth uses her facade, only that what they do might have a bit more power to it.”

      Elizabeth stared at the page, shaking her head. “That’s amazing.”

      “What about this?” Jonathan said. He grabbed one of the enchantments. He still had many remaining after having purchased what he had from the sorcerer, which they could use to test things.

      He placed the item on the table and triggered it, unsurprised when a circular barrier formed. He had practiced with them, testing their purposes, wanting to ensure that he knew what the various patterns on the enchantments indicated.

      “Reach for the enchantment,” he said to Elizabeth.

      She bit her lip and then stretched out her hand, but it bounced off the invisible wall.

      “This is an enchantment,” Jonathan said. “This is invisible, at least to us. I suppose with the right addition of magic, a sorcerer could add a bit of color and twist it in a way that would allow them to turn some of the magic into a tangible wall.”

      Matthew rolled his eyes. “We don’t need to belabor this point.”

      “But we do,” Jonathan said, looking at the others. “We want everybody to be on the same page, especially when it comes to what we might be getting into.”

      He could feel it when the enchantment started to flicker, the energy within it beginning to fade. Then it sputtered until it disappeared altogether.

      “When it comes down to what we’re doing and the way we’re working,” Jonathan continued, “we need everybody to know just what it is that’s happening. Even though we might have a perfectly laid-out floor plan”—he flashed Leland a smile, wanting to reassure him that this was not any sort of implication about the accuracy of his depiction—“we still have to be prepared for the possibility that something might have changed. If it has, then we need to be able to react.”

      “So what you’re saying is that all of this,” Leland said, motioning to his initial drawing, “might not even matter.”

      “I’m just saying that it might have changed,” Jonathan said.

      “Why make me draw it out?”

      “Because it still helps us prepare better.”

      Leland glanced from Jonathan to Matthew. “Prepare how? Elizabeth said we might not even be able to use magic. If that’s true, then she and I aren’t going to be of much use to you. And that pile of enchantments isn’t going to be of much use either.”

      Matthew eyed Jonathan. Jonathan hadn’t had the opportunity to talk to him about his theory.

      Jonathan shrugged. “Elizabeth and I went to scout the Society house earlier. She was holding on to a facade across the street, so not close to it, but it didn’t take long before several sorcerers came outside.”

      “You don’t know that they came out because of what she was doing,” Matthew said.

      “No, we don’t. That’s just it. It’s possible that they came out because they were able to detect her facade, or it’s possible that it was because of another reason. It could be that they came out because of—”

      “You.” Matthew smiled at him. “You can deny it, but you can detect the use of magic. That, in itself, is a kind of magic. I know you don’t want to acknowledge it—”

      “I have acknowledged it enough,” Jonathan said. He sank back into his seat and shrugged. “Maybe it was me.”

      “If that’s the case, then any attempt to get inside is going to fail. We have to come to terms with that.”

      “Or we find an alternative,” Jonathan said. “That’s what I’ve been trying to think of. We have to look at what the Society is susceptible to, and what other possibilities there might be for us to get past undetected. Even approaching it from a different perspective, something that Heziah might not have accounted for.”

      “You mean the El’aras items,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan nodded. “That’s what I was thinking.”

      “It’s not a bad idea, but I don’t like it. That means getting into the merchant’s house and then back out.”

      “What are you going on about?” Leland asked.

      “A job that I was offered that we weren’t able to pull off,” Jonathan explained. “Something happened while we were getting ready to do the job, so we didn’t finish it. But if we could get in and get back out, we might have something we could use.”

      “How hard is this job?” Leland asked.

      “Not hard at all compared to what we did with Vileforn.”

      “What’s the reward?”

      “Other than having a way to finish the other job?” Jonathan shrugged. “There might be a treasure trove of El’aras items, which are valuable but probably not easy to move. It’s basically valuable so that we can finish this job for Heziah.”

      “You’re going to have to help me understand what makes these El’aras items so valuable. And so hard to move,” Leland said.

      Jonathan looked over to Matthew, who breathed out heavily before closing his eyes. “The El’aras use ancient metalsmithing techniques,” Matthew said. “Their swords and knives are renowned for the quality of the steel, but also for something else. Many believe the El’aras blades have magic embedded within them.”

      Elizabeth sat up, looking over at Jonathan before turning to Matthew. “Do they?”

      “Not that I know of,” Matthew said. “But there are other items that are equally valuable. Chain mail. Gauntlets. Helmets. Even jewelry, all made by El’aras smiths, and all of them incredibly valuable.”

      “That’s not why they would be valuable to us,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew shook his head. “No. It’s not because of what they can be sold for. It’s more because of the potential they have. Most El’aras items are impervious to magic.”

      He pulled his sword out and set it on the table. Jonathan rarely saw the blade up close, though he knew it was expertly made. Now that he knew it was an El’aras sword, he understood that Matthew could’ve sold it a dozen times for far more than they had made, even when stealing regularly.

      “Try to place a facade on this,” Matthew said.

      Elizabeth stared at it. The blade was made of a gray steel, with a scaled appearance and a wickedly sharp point. It was almost as long as Jonathan’s arm, and the only time he had ever hefted Matthew’s blade, it had been incredibly light. He found that surprising, and a little amusing, especially considering how strong the El’aras were said to be, though Jonathan hadn’t known it was El’aras made at the time. Why would they need light swords to go along with their enhanced strength?

      Elizabeth rested her hands on either side of the sword, then screwed her face up in concentration. She started to create a facade, but even as she did, Jonathan could see the way it touched the blade and slid off it.

      “I can’t hold on to it,” she whispered.

      “Right,” Matthew said. “It’s just one reason that El’aras blades are so valuable. Magic doesn’t always work with them.”

      “Doesn’t always?” Leland asked.

      “Like I said. It doesn’t always work with it.”

      “Does Heziah know you have that sword?”

      Matthew looked to Jonathan before shaking his head. “He’s seen me fighting, but I don’t know if he understood what it was.”

      “We should keep it that way,” Leland said.

      “That was my intention,” Matthew said.

      “Do you plan to use it on him?”

      Matthew traced his hands in a pattern that reminded Jonathan of enchantments. “If needed.”

      Jonathan could see Matthew starting to get concerned, and when he got like this, he would often do things out of what he believed was a sense of obligation. “We will do what we need to in order to finish the job and to ensure that Heziah does not harm us again,” Jonathan said. “If that involves using the El’aras items…” He cocked a brow at Matthew. It was more than just the items, and he needed Matthew to know that it might come down to him.

      “I’m not going to let him take me again,” Elizabeth said.

      “We aren’t going to let him take you again,” Jonathan said. He looked over, and there was a note of hopelessness in her eyes, but she nodded.

      “Maybe we should just go through our supplies and see what we can find to protect us. There has to be something here, right?” Leland asked.

      Elizabeth grabbed some meat and cheese and began to eat. Jonathan stood up and walked to the door, his mind working through things. Having the El’aras against the Society would be useful, but there was a risk in it too. If the Society began to suspect that the El’aras were involved, there was a possibility that they might start something they didn’t intend: war.

      Matthew joined him. “You know why I’m concerned, but there might be a way that we can get word to the El’aras.”

      “You think it’s as simple as that?”

      “No,” he said. “I’m sure it’s not. But if we make this move, we have to be prepared that we do not set things in motion that are not meant to be triggered. Doing this could start a war.”

      “I know,” Jonathan said.

      That was something he couldn’t help but be bothered by. There had to be something about it that would help him understand the El’aras items they wanted, yet he didn’t have the answer at this point. Though he had started to work through it, he just didn’t feel as if he knew what he needed quite yet.

      “Have you been able to get word to Jayna?” Matthew asked.

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t know how to do it without others noticing. We don’t need the Society paying attention to us, and anything I’ve tried to do to get word to her is bound to get intercepted by Heziah. I’m not sure. Short of running into her…”

      Off to the side of the room, Elizabeth was pulling on a facade, while Leland scrubbed at his beard, neither of them looking in Jonathan and Matthew’s direction. They were testing the various enchantments and laughing. They both deserved that, given how tough things had been before.

      Jonathan had thought that he could give them an opportunity to be happy, but Heziah had drawn them back into something else that was even more dangerous.

      “We just have to get through this job,” he whispered, though it was mostly to himself.

      “We do. I want you to promise me something,” Matthew said, and Jonathan looked over. “We will deal with Heziah no matter what. For good.”

      Jonathan nodded. “And I want you to promise me something. If it comes down to it, I want you to make sure that Elizabeth and Leland get out clean. If someone has to take the fall, let it be me.”

      Matthew held his gaze before running a hand along the hilt of his sword. “You know, none of this probably matters anyway. If this goes badly, we’re going to end up starting a war between the El’aras and the Society. Neither of us wants to be responsible for that.”

      “It’s an odd thing, isn’t it?” Jonathan said. “What if somebody wanted this to trigger a war?”

      “Well, the El’aras are incredibly protective of their blades. Not just that, but they are protective of anything made by their people. I have no idea why they would release something like this for anyone else to have the possibility to acquire an El’aras-forged blade.”

      Jonathan groaned. “One more thing for us to worry about.” As if they didn’t have enough to be concerned about. But if something was stolen from the El’aras, there was the danger that the El’aras would come after it. “I don’t suppose you learned how the priest uncovered our names?”

      He wasn’t sure how a priest had managed to find their home to leave a note on it. It seemed difficult to believe that would’ve happened, but somehow it had.

      “I suspect through the usual channels,” Matthew said.

      “Everything with Heziah started with that necklace. After we took that and I returned it to the church, Heziah found me. But the priest also knew about the El’aras items. It makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Somebody wanted us to go after those El’aras items,” Jonathan said.

      “I think so.”

      Jonathan frowned. “Do you think Heziah had the priest hire us?”

      Matthew shook his head. “If it was him, I would’ve expected him to go after it himself. El’aras items are valuable to sorcerers too.”

      “If not Heziah, then who?”

      Matthew tipped his head, frowning at him.

      “She wouldn’t be planning something else,” Jonathan said.

      “I don’t know. I wouldn’t have said so, but I don’t know.”

      He thought about the last interaction he’d had with his sister. There hadn’t been many recently, and certainly not enough that he would have given it much thought, but he began to question whether she had been involved in it. She was skilled, and he could easily see her trying to manipulate him again and forcing him to do something she wanted.

      “I don’t suppose you have any grand ideas here,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew shook his head. “I don’t.”

      Jonathan rubbed his chin and breathed out heavily. “It’s times like these when I wish Grayson were still around.”

      “What would he tell you?”

      “The same sorts of things I’ve been trying to tell myself. Find the easy way to pull the job, which isn’t always the obvious way. Find a way to be unexpected. And if we know that we’re going to be double-crossed, then be the one to lead the charge.”

      “That doesn’t help,” Matthew said.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Jonathan said, “but if it means that we can neutralize Heziah somehow, I feel like we have to do it.”

      “I concur.” Matthew watched him for a moment. “You think she had a hand in this?”

      Jonathan sighed. “If she did, then it means that she knew Heziah was still active and didn’t do anything about it. It also means that she either wants us to do the job or wants us to keep him from succeeding.”

      “Which one do you think it is?”

      Jonathan grunted. “I wish I knew.”
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      Jonathan found Leland outside, crouched on his heels and staring intently at the tavern. As Jonathan approached, he had the distinct sense of magic being used. It was a faint sensation, but enough to tell him that Leland was responsible for it.

      Darkness had fallen and the city was quiet, as it often was once it grew dark. This part of Ishan was especially calm, which was part of the reason they had chosen to operate here. Jonathan liked the quiet, at least when it came to planning a job. He enjoyed the noise and the chaos of the city other times, and appreciated the festivities that existed here, but when he was deep in a job, he wanted his mind focused.

      “Who are you waiting for?” Jonathan asked, approaching the old locksmith.

      Leland looked up, then hurriedly straightened. He ran his hands along his jacket and pants, smoothing them down. There was still the sense of magic coming off him, but it was less than before. “I’m sorry, Jonathan. I know you want our mind on the job.”

      Jonathan leaned back against the building and glanced toward the door. “One of the waitstaff?”

      Leland shrugged slightly. “When it’s just me and my mother, I get a little lonely. I know it sounds terrible, but part of me is thankful that Heziah brought me back here for this. Not thankful that he pulled me away from my mother, though she should be fine for now. I have things set up for her well enough that even if I’m not there, somebody will check in on her. It’s just that…” He let out a heavy sigh and turned away, before finally shaking his head. “You probably don’t understand.”

      Jonathan laughed, and he glanced up at the cloudy sky that revealed just a hint of moonlight. It felt like a good night to pull a job. Then again, perhaps the clouds shielding things even more might make it even better. Darkness was their friend when they went on jobs. “I spent five years in prison, Leland. I understand what it’s like to be lonely. You might be surrounded by men, but not the kind you would’ve chosen for yourself. That’s what you get when you’re out of prison.” He glanced toward the tavern. “I’ve always prided myself on my teams. I like it when I build teams that can work well together.”

      Leland frowned at him. “We didn’t work well together.”

      “Not at first,” Jonathan said, chuckling softly. “And had I let you and Heziah keep at each other, I doubt we would have worked together at all. The two of you looked like you wanted to kill each other. Well, you more than him. Now I don’t even know how much of Heziah was an act and how much of it was really him.”

      The drunkenness had certainly been an act. The rest…

      Maybe there was an element of who Heziah had been and what he had told Jonathan that might be useful. That was something to think about. It was like Grayson always said: “A man lets down any facade when they think they have the upper hand.” When it came to Heziah, everything had been a facade, though not the same kind Elizabeth and Grayson generated. Heziah believe that he had Jonathan beat, and because of it, Heziah had acted in ways that might have revealed more of himself than he had intended.

      “But you,” Jonathan continued. “Matthew, of course, as I’ve worked with him for a long time. Me. And even Elizabeth. I suppose especially Elizabeth.”

      “She’s not as young as she looks,” Leland said.

      The comment made the big brother part of Jonathan a little worried. “She’s still too young for you,” he said.

      “What?” Leland looked over to him, confusion sweeping across his face. “Of course she is. I don’t see her like that. She’s more like… Well, you have a sister. My own sister was a good ten years younger than me. She died when I was twenty. An accident. I don’t blame the Society for it, if that’s what you were thinking.”

      Jonathan said nothing. That wasn’t what he had been thinking, though he realized he hadn’t known that about Leland.

      “She was off with some friends,” Leland continued. “They were outside the city, as they were. We didn’t have much. I never imagined having money, and never even thought of having the kind of wealth I have now.” He fell quiet. Distantly, a dog barked, the only sound that interrupted the silence. “I remembered when my father came back. He’d gotten word of the accident and returned with a look of anguish on his face that I’d never seen before. When he told my mother…” He shook his head, and he stared at the tavern. “She broke down. My father left, went to talk to the man he thought was responsible. Never came back.”

      “What happened?” Jonathan asked softly.

      “My father? He decided to take the law into his own hands. Ended up in prison.” He glanced briefly to Jonathan before turning his attention back to the door. “Died there, too. Got sick, as so many do, I hear.”

      Jonathan nodded. There were plenty of men who got sick in prison. The conditions were never good and the food was terrible, regardless of how well Jonathan might’ve been treated because he was able to talk his way into better accommodations and food. He’d known quite a few men who had wasted away. Some of it was out of guilt, but some of it was because they simply gave up.

      Which way had Leland’s father died?

      “That was when I decided to take care of my mother,” Leland said. “I knew I had to. No one else would. Or could.”

      “What happened to your sister?”

      Leland grunted. “A wagon caravan. A merchant passing through the edge of the city. Claimed he didn’t see my sister. Ran her and her friend down. My father and my sister’s friend’s father went after him. Cut him down, then turned themselves in.” He looked over at Jonathan. “The thing is, I don’t even blame him, though he was lost to me that day, no different than my sister.”

      “I wouldn’t blame him either,” Jonathan said.

      If something had happened to Jayna, he knew exactly what he would’ve done. He would have fought, and he would have done everything possible to try to ensure that he got revenge for what happened. It was part of the reason he had wanted to stay in Ishan. He knew that Matthew understood, at least when he pressed him. Until he could make sure his sister was safe, how could he leave her behind?

      “So you don’t see Elizabeth like that?” Jonathan asked.

      “She’s got to be about ten years younger than my sister would be,” Leland said. He snorted. “She’s got a little bit of her spirit too. She always had that confidence. I never did. I like to think that if she would’ve grown up, maybe she could have been like Elizabeth.” He shook himself and straightened. “So no, I don’t see her like that, if that’s your concern. I’m honestly glad that you don’t see her like that either.”

      Jonathan arched a brow. “Have I given any impression that I did?”

      “I’ve seen the way you talk with her,” Leland said.

      “I’m trying to help her understand her gift better. She’s one of the most talented sneaks I’ve ever been around. I want her to develop that gift to the furthest extent she can.”

      “So that she can be a better thief.”

      Jonathan turned to Leland. “Honestly, I don’t even care if she uses it as a thief. I just know that she has potential. Who knows where that potential will take her? There are ways of using her facade that would be more honorable than thieving. Maybe they won’t make her quite as rich, but there’s more she could do,” he said, grinning. He clapped Leland on the shoulder. “I’m glad we had this talk.”

      Leland nodded. “Me too.”

      “When this is over, you could bring your mother back to the city. We would help you take care of her. A team is like a family, you know. Especially one that does the kinds of jobs we’ve been dragged into. The gods know that we have certainly been forced to get close.”

      Leland smiled a sad smile. “I’m not so sure I want to return. Too many memories here, you know? It’s been nice to get away. Nice that I felt like I could get away. I didn’t have to worry about what I had been through, what I had seen, and I didn’t have to worry about the Society any longer. I could just help her.”

      “You have a gift too,” Jonathan said.

      “I open locks, Jonathan.”

      “That’s all you’ve used it for. How do you know that it can’t be used for anything else?”

      “I…”

      Jonathan clapped him on the shoulder again. “Like I said, you have a gift. If you want to work with it and test how far you can go with it, I can work with you too. I can’t say that I’ve ever met anybody with your particular talents, so I don’t know that I’d be able to help you the same way I can help Elizabeth, but I’m happy to try. We could gather some enchantments, maybe find a cheap sorcerer to test us, and we can see what you can really do with that.”

      For a moment, Leland looked as if he was considering the offer. The moment passed, and he shook his head. “When this is over, once we stop Heziah”—he practically spat the name—“I intend to leave.”

      Jonathan understood Leland’s emotion toward Heziah. Not only had the sorcerer harmed them, but Heziah also represented everything Leland had hated about sorcery in the first place. Heziah used his power and position to coerce and manipulate, which was exactly the sort of thing Leland had dealt with too much.

      “Well, then we better pull this off,” Jonathan said. “It’s going to be hard, and I’m going to need every ounce of your ability and concentration.”

      “I’m here,” Leland said.

      “I know you are.”

      Jonathan started to walk away, before changing his mind and turning back. “If you’d like me to put in a good word for you, I do know a couple of those ladies. They are lovely, and they like a man who can talk sweet to them, has a clever tongue, and will treat them nice. You’d be surprised how few men treat a woman the right way.”

      “I would definitely treat them well,” Leland said, his voice falling.

      Jonathan smiled at him. “I know.”

      He left Leland. They weren’t going to do the job quite yet, as they all had other plans to make, but a part of him wanted to bring Leland with him. The lockpick needed someone. But maybe he didn’t need Jonathan. Maybe what he really needed was just to have a toss in the sheets with one of the lovely young waitstaff. Or maybe a chance to sit and talk with his little sister Elizabeth.

      Which was why Jonathan found himself heading toward the palace.

      It wasn’t a long walk from where he was, and as he neared, he slowed. A sense of magic emanated from the palace. The feeling came regularly, a distinct pressure that built and told him that sorcery was being used somewhere inside. Maybe that was Jayna, or perhaps there were other sorcerers like he believed there to be.

      He couldn’t tell for certain. He lingered for a little while, running his finger along the marker he still had from his sister. He had no idea if she could tell that he was carrying it, though there was a part of him that suspected she was aware of it. She had to be. She had told him once about how sorcerers could track their own magic, though she hadn’t been the only person to tell him that. He had heard from others about that ability. It seemed fantastical, but so, too, did much of the magic he encountered from sorcerers.

      When he finally tore his gaze away from the palace, he turned and saw a shadowy form watching him from an alley across the way. Jonathan hurried and crossed the street, reaching for one of his enchantments, when a familiar laugh stayed his hand.

      “You bastard,” Jonathan muttered.

      Matthew stepped forward, and he flicked his gaze toward the palace. “I figured you’d come this way.”

      “I keep thinking that if we could recruit her to work with us, this job would be so much easier.”

      “Well, this is Jayna we’re talking about. You don’t think she would do that for you?”

      Jonathan snorted. “It’s because she’s my sister that I don’t think she’s going to do it. I don’t exactly know what she’s caught up in anymore, but I think it’s more than I am meant to understand.”

      “You’re probably right in that. I saw you talking to Leland.”

      Jonathan chuckled. He should’ve known that Matthew would be keeping tabs on him. For all Jonathan’s belief in his ability to build a team, it had been Matthew’s doing just as much as it had been his. Matthew had made sure that he had the connections he’d needed to find those who could pull the Vileforn job, and Matthew had been the one to help him build—and maintain—the team. Matthew was good at finding skills, but less talented at finding what people needed. Jonathan always prided himself on that, as that was what had made him the Dragon. Since doing the Vileforn job, though, he had started to second-guess himself. Maybe that was a mistake.

      He had not read Heziah right, but he had been right about Elizabeth and Leland. Instinct had guided him with both of them, and he had not only picked the team but helped ensure that the team was ready for what they had to do.

      “Did you know that Leland had a sister?” Jonathan said.

      Matthew frowned. “What does that have to do with the job?”

      “Not with the job, at least not directly, but I didn’t know he had a sister. I didn’t know that his father had died in prison after getting vengeance for her death. “

      “Is that why he’s doing all of this?” Matthew said.

      “I think he’s doing it because he wants to take care of his mother, but I’m worried about Elizabeth.”

      “You have to stop. You aren’t her father.”

      “And I’ve told you that I’m too young to be her father,” Jonathan said. “More like a slightly older brother.”

      Matthew arched a brow. “Much older brother.”

      “Whatever. But Leland sees her the same way.”

      “Great. At least now you don’t have to worry about Leland pursuing her.”

      Jonathan nodded. “It’s just part of knowing our team.”

      “I know the team,” Matthew said. “I know their strengths, and I know where we have weaknesses, which is why I was hopeful that you were coming out here. I thought maybe you would draw Jayna into this. If we could get her involved, we would have everything we need to pull the job.”

      “Maybe. But maybe even a sorcerer like her wouldn’t be enough.”

      He looked toward the palace in the distance, feeling the surge of magic. He couldn’t be the only one aware of the magic being used. The sorcerers could feel it, he was sure, which was why Heziah wouldn’t be able to break into the Society without getting detected. And why they wouldn’t be able to either. Not without having some other resource.

      “I’m going to scout the Society house,” Jonathan said.

      “Don’t get caught.”

      “I’m not going to. Besides, I’m just going to take a walk.”

      “Right,” Matthew said. “Good old stealthy Jonathan Aguelon taking a walk past the Society. That’s not going to draw any attention.”

      Jonathan rolled his eyes. “I’ve been thinking about the job. There has to be some other way inside. I just have to find it.”

      “I can go with you.”

      “What were you planning to do otherwise?” Jonathan asked.

      “I was going to gather a few more resources,” Matthew said. “I have some things I thought might be helpful for retrieving the El’aras items and also for the job we have to do for Heziah. I figured that now is a good time to do them.” He flicked his gaze up toward the hidden moon, before turning back to Jonathan. “But if you’d prefer I lend you a better set of eyes for what you intend to do, I suppose I could be talked into it.”

      Jonathan laughed. “Better? Different, maybe. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      “Do what you have to do, JD, and be ready for the job. We don’t need any distractions.”

      “I seem to recall that the last time we tried to do this job, you were the one who ended up on the wrong end of an attack.”

      Matthew rubbed the back of his head. “Don’t remind me. I doubt he’s going to pull that again on us. He’s made his point.”

      “But he probably knows that we’re going to try the job again,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, that’s another preparation I intend to make.” Matthew grinned broadly and leaned close to Jonathan. “There might be a few more jobs happening tonight,” he whispered. “I figured the key was for Heziah to believe that Jonathan Aguelon and his team were taking a job, but he won’t know which one.”

      Jonathan snickered. “Clever. Surprising coming from you.”

      “How is that surprising?”

      “Well, usually you’re the one everybody refers to as the slow-witted one. I’m the clever and handsome one, and you’re the angry, brooding man with the blade. Not that I would ever be the one to encourage such stories about you.”

      Matthew reached for his sword and glowered at Jonathan. “If you’d like, I can show you my blade.”

      “Just hold on to it. I’m afraid that you might have more than enough opportunity to use it soon enough.”
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      The night was almost absolute darkness all around them, making it easy to slip through the shadows. Jonathan motioned to the others, trying to spur them ahead and keep them moving.

      No one spoke. Even their footsteps were muted, quiet in the silence around them. Every so often, Jonathan would pause, listen, and wait so he could determine if there was anything more moving in the night other than them. So far, he had not come across anyone or anything other than the four of them.

      The late hour gave them the opportunity to sneak through the streets and not worry quite so much about Elizabeth’s ability to hold a facade and maintain it. They were able to use the shadows instead.

      The merchant’s warehouse stood across from them. When they reached the low wall surrounding it, Jonathan hesitated a moment and waited as the others climbed over. Once they were all on the other side, they circled around the outside of the home and slipped through the garden as quietly as possible until they got to the back.

      They stopped by the shrubs on either side of the door, and Jonathan looked over to Elizabeth. “Why didn’t we climb over the wall last time?”

      Elizabeth grinned. “You didn’t ask me. I suppose you didn’t think about it?”

      Jonathan snorted and motioned to Leland. “I guess this is on you.”

      Leland reached toward the door and pressed his hand up to it. A hint of power escaped from him as he triggered the lock. Jonathan felt it as a surge of energy along his skin, the use of magic that was subtle and specific and so different than the kind of magic he felt from sorcerers, but no less impressive.

      The door came open, and Leland stepped aside. Matthew slipped into the darkness. Jonathan followed, holding a pair of enchantments, ready for whatever might come at them. He didn’t know what they might encounter here, but he was going to be prepared for any possible magical attack. So far, he hadn’t felt anything, though with Elizabeth and Leland with him, it was possible that he would feel their connection to magic and not recognize that there was something else.

      The black stone walls were barren, and it was difficult for him to see much. Something about the place left his skin tingling. Perhaps there were enchantments here. It would add a reason for them to be extra cautious, not that they needed more reason for that.

      Matthew crept along the hall, leading them forward with his sword unsheathed. Jonathan stayed ready and on edge. He glanced back. Elizabeth held a facade that masked them as they moved through the merchant’s home.

      “Which way do we have to go?” she whispered.

      “We have to find the El’aras items,” Jonathan said. “Given Matthew’s sword, I’m hopeful that he can be drawn to them. I don’t know if that’s going to be the case, but El’aras items tend to draw others like them.”

      Matthew glanced back and shook his head. “Quiet,” he whispered.

      They reached a staircase, and Matthew tiptoed down the stairs. Jonathan followed behind him. There were parts of what Matthew did that seemed heavily enchanted. Jonathan always felt that way about him, which was part of the reason why he hadn’t wanted to bring Matthew on some jobs. There were times when enchantments were dangerous, especially when sorcery was involved. Sorcerers could pick up on specific enchantments, and Jonathan didn’t want to reveal their presence to a sorcerer because they made the mistake of drawing on the power of an enchantment. He didn’t feel anything, though. He couldn’t tell if Matthew was using an enchantment now but suspected that he was.

      Matthew tensed and raised a hand, holding them back. He glanced over his shoulder and shot Jonathan a hard look. Then he darted down the hallway.

      Jonathan cursed softly, and he chased after Matthew. He held on to the enchantments, ready to trigger them.

      They reached the end of the hall. Matthew had stopped at a door that was blocking him. As Elizabeth and Leland crept up behind them, he motioned to Leland. Jonathan stood off to the side, giving Leland room to maneuver.

      As Jonathan stood there, he noticed a surge of magic. Leland hadn’t quite reached the door, so it wasn’t him. Elizabeth was maintaining a facade, though she wasn’t using nearly as much of her power as she often did, so he didn’t think that the sudden shift was her. Jonathan didn’t know what it was from, only that he could feel it quite distinctly.

      “Stay here,” he whispered.

      “What are you doing?” Matthew mouthed at him.

      Jonathan touched his arms to indicate the sensation he was feeling.

      Matthew let out a long breath. “Are you sure?”

      “I feel it.”

      Jonathan slipped along the hallway, enchantments in hand, and he dug into his pockets for more. What might they encounter next? He was going to be ready. He would use however many enchantments as needed to ensure that he was prepared for whatever there might be. Still, he didn’t think this was an enchantment.

      Which meant that it might be a sorcerer.

      If that was the case, they had made a mistake, and it was more reason for him to be careful. He knew better than to go racing after a sorcerer. They all did. A sorcerer probably would be aware of the magic they used. They would likely know about the facade, and perhaps even Leland’s magic. Jonathan hadn’t considered that there would be a sorcerer here.

      Maybe he was wrong.

      Jonathan hesitated and looked behind him at the others. Leland had the door open. Matthew had gone inside the room. Hopefully, the El’aras items they were meant to find would be there. Unfortunately, Jonathan didn’t know if they would be or not. This might be another setup, the kind of thing Heziah would do.

      He traced his finger over one of the enchantments he held, a small stone that had a looping symbol on it that indicated what kind of enchantment it was. A tingling sensation of power washed over him.

      As he made his way up the stairs, another wave of cold washed over his skin. If there was a sorcerer, they were getting closer.

      At the top of the steps, he found a shadowy figure in the hallway. Maybe he should have brought Elizabeth with him. A facade would be useful here, even against the sorcerer.

      He triggered the first enchantment, and a barrier encircled him. It was a faint wall, one that would perhaps only prevent an attack from striking him, but he hoped it would deflect something from hitting him long enough for him to be able to reach safety.

      Jonathan started toward the figure at the end of the hall. As he neared, magic crashed into the barrier and left his arms tingling. Jonathan reached for another enchantment and triggered it. This one created a concussive blast.

      The force slammed into the walls, radiating steadily outward and causing a faint tremble. It wasn’t loud, but in the silence of the home, it was almost thunderous.

      He winced. He didn’t want to make too much noise. What he really needed to do was give Matthew enough time to finish what he was doing. Once they recovered the El’aras items, noise didn’t matter.

      Jonathan darted forward, and he triggered the first enchantment again to create another layer of barrier around him. When it struck, he could feel the power surge outward, and it continued to circle. He slammed that into the sorcerer.

      The sorcerer fell backward.

      Jonathan used another enchantment, and stars streaked in a spiraling pattern. That one was unexpected. He followed it with one of the concussive blast enchantments, using that to shoot those stars even farther forward. It was a powerful explosion of energy, and as he layered them together, they burst away and drove into the sorcerer. The sorcerer didn’t stay down.

      Jonathan reached for another enchantment. He didn’t have time to test what it was, only that he could feel the grooves of the etchings on the surface that suggested it was an offensive enchantment. He tapped on it to trigger it, then tossed it. He was rewarded by a burst of power and was tossed back, crashing into the wall behind him.

      He struggled to get to his feet. The sorcerer got up first. They were shorter than him and held their hands outward. Not Heziah, but still powerful.

      Jonathan needed another enchantment. He grabbed one and backed away, but the sorcerer blocked him and started toward him. Jonathan didn’t have a chance to get his enchantment out before the sorcerer reached him.

      Jonathan kicked, striking the sorcerer in the stomach. They grunted and fell, and he kicked again. He triggered another enchantment and let that explosive power slam into the sorcerer. He looked behind him, knowing that they had to get moving before the sorcerer could get up and attack them again.

      But the sorcerer didn’t get up.

      Jonathan crept toward them. The man was stout and wasn’t wearing the traditional maroon robes of the Society, but if he was hired to protect someone’s property, he wouldn’t necessarily wear the robes. The cold wash of magic slipped across Jonathan’s skin as it radiated from the sorcerer.

      Jonathan held an enchantment but didn’t have a chance to reach the man. Noise caught his attention, and he looked over to the stairs. The three of them were making their way up.

      “Did you kill them?” Elizabeth whispered. Jonathan couldn’t tell if she was upset. Her tone suggested she might not be too concerned by that.

      “No. Just an enchantment,” he said.

      Matthew glanced over. He clutched a trunk between him and Leland. “Some enchantment.”

      They hurried forward and reached the back entrance, and then Jonathan finally allowed himself to relax. That was when he felt the tingling across his skin again.

      He spun and triggered another barrier, barely in time.

      A burst of energy struck the barrier. The force was too much for him, and it threw him back. He slammed into Elizabeth, who crashed into Leland. He dropped the trunk, which made a loud crash.

      Jonathan tried to trigger the enchantment again, but he didn’t know if he was going to be quick enough. An energy pushed against him. The sorcerer might have enough power to stop him, unless he charged into them again. He doubted he’d have an opportunity to surprise them that way again.

      “Get back,” Matthew said, shouldering past him.

      Jonathan grabbed Matthew’s arm, knowing what he intended. “No. Not this way.”

      “I’m not going to kill him. Just going to see if I can’t prevent his magic from getting to us.”

      Jonathan released him, and Matthew unsheathed his sword, slicing as the next burst of magic came toward them. The El’aras sword should have some power to it. Still, Jonathan wondered just what Matthew would be able to do.

      Matthew gave him a shove. “Go help Leland. I can follow.”

      Jonathan studied his friend for a moment but turned away. It was probably better for Matthew to be the one to stay, anyway. He could carve through magic and possibly prevent the sorcerer from getting to them. Then again, El’aras magic wasn’t perfect. That was the reason the El’aras had been pushed away from the kingdom years ago.

      But he had to trust Matthew.

      He grabbed the other end of the trunk and lifted, then motioned for Leland and Elizabeth to follow. They circled around the way they had come. When they reached the back wall, Jonathan quickly climbed, hoisting the trunk up and over the edge. It was heavy, but he managed to shove it over the wall, and he scrambled down the other side. Leland and Elizabeth came after him.

      Jonathan looked both directions, trying to decide which way to go. There was no sense of magic either way. They could go back to their home, or they could go to one of the many taverns they had used. Matthew would know where to find them if they did.

      But Jonathan wondered if that was the right plan.

      He dragged the trunk, with Leland and Elizabeth racing alongside him. Elizabeth held on to her facade and glanced over to Jonathan.

      “Keep it up,” he said.

      Her skill was a far cry from where it had been before. She was running with him, keeping up a facade, and managing to do it with a consistency that was much more like Grayson than the Elizabeth he had met months ago.

      “It’s not easy,” she said.

      “I know.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that. It just feels like there’s something that’s making it harder.”

      Jonathan tested for magic around him. He could feel what came from Elizabeth, the distinct energy radiating from her, but there was another kind of magic that was pushing on them, as if trying to prevent her from holding the facade.

      Another sorcerer.

      Either that, or somebody with a powerful enchantment limiting her ability. That seemed less likely after what they’d encountered. Jonathan shifted his hand on the trunk and looked over to Leland. “You might need to grab the trunk for me. You won’t have to hold it for long, but you might need to hold it for a little while.”

      He nodded.

      Jonathan reached into his pocket and grabbed a few enchantments. He had several different defensive ones, and though they might eventually run out of them, he didn’t think they would do so quickly. At this point, getting away safely was more important than getting away with a full collection of enchantments.

      Shadows moved toward them, and Jonathan spun, ready to throw out an enchantment. Matthew came streaking through the street, his sword blazing as he slashed at the air. At the magic.

      “Come on,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan shook his head. “We can’t go back to our home. I was thinking we should go back to one of the taverns—”

      “Not there. We weren’t all that discreet when we were there last time. I have an idea, but I don’t think you are going to like it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The wall surrounding Vileforn’s palace was darkened, though moonlight had begun to creep along the street, leaving a glimmering light that reflected off the stone. A strange odor hung in the air, one that was a mixture of sweat and rot and a strange smell that Jonathan didn’t recognize.

      Matthew looked up at the palace in the distance. Jonathan hadn’t visited Vileforn’s home since they had broken in. There had been no need. Vileforn had been ousted, and the contents of his home confiscated—including the gold they hadn’t been able to gather. No one else had moved in.

      When a place like this was taken over, the home was often bought by somebody with wealth. That was how Jonathan and Matthew had acquired their place. The fact that this one hadn’t been bought suggested that there was either a feeling of concern about the circumstances of Vileforn’s departure, or some belief that he would have the ability to assume control over it once again.

      Elizabeth eyed the home. “Why here?”

      “Because it’s empty,” Matthew said.

      “We don’t know that,” Jonathan said.

      “I do. I’ve been keeping tabs on it ever since the attack. It was just one more place that I thought we might be able to take advantage of, if it came down to it. I didn’t know if we were going to need to, or if we could do anything with it, but it never hurts to be safe. Besides, we’ve already gotten into it once, so we know the trick of it.”

      “How do you know it’s empty?” Elizabeth asked.

      “The king sent his people through here and cleaned out the vault after Vileforn was strung up for his crimes against the throne.”

      “Is that because of what we did?” Leland asked.

      “I suspect my sister had something to do with that,” Jonathan said. “She leveraged her connection to Vileforn to ensure that the king prosecuted him to the fullest extent.”

      Having learned that Jayna was working for the king, he suspected that she had planned all of it. And not only because Vileforn was working against the king. Increasingly, Jonathan had begun to suspect that what Jayna had done was on the king’s behalf. He wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about that.

      “So it’s empty,” Elizabeth said. “But Heziah knows about it.”

      They reached the gate leading into the garden, and Jonathan glanced over to her. “Heziah knows about it, but he doesn’t know that we would return.” He nodded to Leland.

      Leland scrubbed a hand through his beard as he stared at the gate. “The last time I was here…”

      “I know,” Jonathan said.

      Leland reached out, and with a surge of his unique magic, the gate came open. They hurried through with the trunk and closed the gate behind them. They could stay within the yard and not even go into the palace. The garden was concealed enough that they could remain here, though there was some benefit in going somewhere even more private, especially when they opened a trunk that was promised to be filled with El’aras items. If there was anybody else in the city like Matthew who could detect them, Jonathan wanted to ensure that they were at least somewhat concealed, so they didn’t have to worry about other El’aras noticing they were here.

      Not that he expected any El’aras to be in the city, other than Matthew. Then again, Matthew didn’t even count as El’aras. They didn’t view him as one of them, so it would be unlikely that anyone who discovered that he had a connection to the El’aras would think of him in that way either.

      Jonathan motioned for them to make their way through the garden, and they took a direct approach—a sharp contrast from the last time they had snuck through. When they reached the main entrance to Vileforn’s palace, he tested the door and found it locked. He stood to the side while Leland opened it.

      “What else should we do?” Elizabeth asked. “Should we create a facade around it?”

      Jonathan frowned. “I’m not as concerned about that, though we might want to have a few warning enchantments placed around here.”

      Matthew reached into his pockets and set several enchantments around the door.

      They all stepped inside. When they had been here before, they had gone down into the lower levels. This time, they had no intention of going toward the vault. Jonathan didn’t even know if it would be accessible. It might be better for them to seal that off if they could. They moved carefully and quietly as they headed into the main part of the palace. There was a musty odor to the air, and everything felt quiet. Empty.

      The decorations in this part were far more lavish than what they had in their home. Richly stained wood tables and chairs occupied much of the room, along with several plush lounges. Shelves had been emptied of their contents, and a hearth, long since unlit, took up space along one wall.

      “Maybe we should have been using this place,” Jonathan said.

      “You wanted to be official,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan shrugged. “We could have officially been using it.”

      “Not if we wanted to keep from getting noticed.”

      Jonathan carried the trunk to the middle of the room, grabbed one of the wooden chairs, and pulled it over. He took a seat by the trunk and waited for Matthew. “I suppose you want to do the honors.”

      “There’s nothing honorable about this,” Matthew said.

      “Fine. Then I will.”

      As Jonathan reached for the trunk, Matthew slapped his hand, then tested the lock. Nothing happened.

      “Leland?” Jonathan said.

      Leland crouched down in front of the trunk, and he pressed his hand out, resting it on the lock. Jonathan felt pressure along his arms, the sense of magic used, but nothing else. The lock didn’t open. Leland continued to probe and attempt to unlock the trunk.

      Finally, he leaned back, shaking his head. “I can’t do it.”

      “Interesting,” Jonathan said. He flicked his gaze over to Matthew. “I suppose that means it’s up to you.”

      “Why would he be able to unlock it if Leland can’t?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Because it’s an El’aras lock,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew leaned forward and looked at it. “Just because I have an El’aras sword doesn’t mean I’ll be able to open it.”

      It was more than that, but Jonathan wasn’t sure that Matthew was ready to acknowledge the other reason why he might be capable of opening it.

      “You need to try,” Jonathan said. “You might be able to do something more that Leland can’t.”

      Matthew stiffened but didn’t move. It was the most that either of them had acknowledged the secret Jonathan had suspected for a long time, but he didn’t have any real reason to believe that it was true other than what he had seen of Matthew over the years. Finally, Matthew roused himself. He unsheathed his sword, pressed it against the lock, and twisted it.

      Jonathan felt a strange tingling sensation as the lock turned. It was as if the metal moved, writhing with the power Matthew pushed into it.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” Elizabeth whispered.

      Jonathan frowned. “Why would a merchant have access to a lock like this?”

      And the better question that Jonathan didn’t have an answer to was how the priest had learned about this.

      More questions that he needed answers to, but he worried that they weren’t going to have a chance to learn those answers, not while trying to do what Heziah wanted.

      Matthew shook his head slowly. “He should not have.”

      “Right,” Jonathan said. “He should not have, but he did. Now, what reason would he have for possessing a trunk full of El’aras items?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We’re going to have to figure that out.”

      “When the job is over,” Matthew said.

      “We might not be done,” Jonathan said. “If there is somebody who is trying to smuggle El’aras items…”

      “It’s not our problem.”

      Jonathan reached for the trunk and flipped open the lid. Matthew shot him a hard look, then he stiffened again. Jonathan leaned forward and stared.

      They had expected the swords, daggers, and chain mail that were in the trunk. There were also jewels—almost as many as what they had taken from Vileforn.

      “Why would anyone have been transporting this?” Matthew whispered.

      “What is it?” Leland asked.

      Matthew started to close the trunk, but Jonathan caught his arm. “Something that should not be in the kingdom,” Matthew said, looking up at him.

      “But it’s something we should use,” Jonathan said.

      “No.”

      Jonathan frowned at him. “I don’t think we can so easily dismiss something that might provide us with an advantage.”

      “And I don’t think you understand,” Matthew said. “With what’s in here, we could trigger something even more dangerous. Think about it, Jonathan. Somebody was responsible for taking this from the El’aras.”

      “Somebody was, but not us. We didn’t steal from them. All we intend to do is use the items we took from the original thief on this job.”

      “Jonathan—”

      Jonathan clasped Matthew on the shoulder and leaned in close. “I understand why you’re concerned. I get it. We aren’t going to start a war. And if Heziah intends to target the Society, maybe we could stop one.”

      “With something like this,” Matthew said, staring at the trunk, “I fear that somebody has already planned to start a war.”

      Jonathan realized that he wasn’t wrong. El’aras items like this, enchantments of this kind of power, could do that. But with these items, they might actually succeed.

      He reached for the trunk, and this time Matthew didn’t stop him. He pulled out one of the El’aras blades—a sharp, short dagger that was a little longer than his forearm. He glanced at Matthew, who frowned and said nothing.

      Jonathan held out the dagger. “Can you use your facade on this?” he asked Elizabeth.

      “I thought we already decided that I wouldn’t be able to,” she said.

      Jonathan nodded. “You shouldn’t, but I want to make sure that you can’t.”

      She looked over at Matthew and shrugged. There was a surge of cold along Jonathan’s arms that told him she was working, and a facade began to form. It looked like another trunk suddenly hovered in the air, and she pressed it out around the blade. The El’aras dagger parted the magic.

      Jonathan smiled tightly. “We need to test each one of these.”

      Leland leaned forward. “Why? If we know they are all El’aras made, what’s the point in testing them?”

      “We need to make sure they’re effective before we begin to rely on them,” Jonathan explained. “We don’t want anybody to end up injured because we don’t know with any certainty whether the items we have brought with us are dangerous.”

      Jonathan began to pull things out of the trunk, laying them all on the ground. There were several other daggers, though none quite as nice as the one he had grabbed first. There was one other sword, and Matthew took it and rested it on his lap. His gaze skimmed along its surface, and he had almost a longing look in his eyes.

      When Jonathan touched the chain mail, he hesitated. Having chain mail that would offer a certain protection would be valuable. He set it down in a different stack.

      Finally, he reached the jewelry.

      “Is there anything about the jewelry we should know?” he asked Matthew.

      Matthew traced his hand along a jewel. He didn’t look up. “I don’t know. Probably? El’aras jewelry sometimes has significance, but not all of it does. It might just be pretty.”

      Elizabeth reached toward the trunk. “Why would he—”

      Jonathan raised a hand, cutting her off. He didn’t want to go into that now, and he had a sense from Matthew that he didn’t either. Matthew grabbed one of the necklaces and twisted it in his hands, running his finger along the silver. The pendant was shaped like a star, and he held it up so that the star spun in the air.

      “We could test all the jewelry,” Matthew suggested.

      Jonathan sat back. Testing each of the jewels, along with the weapons, would be time consuming. He didn’t know if they had time to waste, not with what Heziah wanted from them, and not with what they had encountered so far.

      “I wish we had somebody with expertise in El’aras items. Do we know anyone?” Jonathan asked.

      “Not like that,” Matthew said.

      “What about the enchantments?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan frowned, staring at the items arranged around them. The trunk was quite large, and it held far more than he had expected. The El’aras items would be incredibly valuable, enough that he could imagine selling them for almost as much as what the jewels were worth.

      Only, they needed to use the El’aras items, not sell them. They were going to need the power within them, but they might not need the enchantments. If they used the enchantments for testing, then they wouldn’t have to wait nearly as long. They did have quite a few enchantments they could use, and Jonathan thought he might be able to get answers even faster.

      “She has a point,” he said.

      Matthew had already reached into his pocket and grabbed an enchantment. The chain mail would be fairly straightforward. Jonathan suspected that it was impervious to most kinds of magic, the same as the swords and daggers would be. The real question was whether the jewelry had any other connection to it.

      Jonathan started with the star necklace. He carried it over to a table, and he pulled out several different enchantments. With the first one, Jonathan focused on the energy within it and triggered it. This enchantment created a burst of power, and when it struck the necklace, there was a surge that threw Jonathan back.

      He landed on his backside and got up, dusting himself off quickly before looking over to it and smiling. “Would you look at that…”

      “What is that?” Elizabeth asked, racing over.

      “I think it’s a defensive charm,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Other than the fact that I ended up on my ass?”

      She took the necklace, slipped it on, and nodded to him. “Try me.”

      Jonathan frowned. “I don’t think you should allow me to attack you with magic.”

      “Then don’t do it very hard,” she said. “We won’t know unless we have an opportunity to test these things. You have control over the enchantment. More than I would. We need to know.”

      She was right, so he guided her over to one of the walls near the hearth. He held an enchantment and focused on her. When he triggered it, the magic struck her, but an explosion sent him flying back, and he landed on his backside again.

      Jonathan’s back ached as he got up slowly. He wiped his hands on his pants, then looked over to Elizabeth. “That was something,” he muttered.

      “I didn’t feel anything,” she said.

      “I suppose that’s good. I felt something.”

      “You want to try it?”

      Jonathan looked down at his hand. “We need to see if it will respond the same to other enchantments.”

      “What others do you have?” Elizabeth asked.

      Another burst of power struck, and Jonathan looked across the room to see Matthew standing above a pile of charms with an enchantment in hand.

      “I think we should test them individually,” Jonathan said to him.

      Matthew held one up. “They’re all the same shape.”

      “Are they?”

      “They are,” Matthew said, wiping a hand across his face, “and they all seem to not like me.”

      Jonathan laughed. “I don’t think you should say that. These items don’t have any opinion of you.”

      Matthew arched a brow. “They hit me. When I used an enchantment on them, it reflected on me. And it hurt.”

      Jonathan snorted. He knew Matthew was being facetious, but at the same time, Jonathan recognized his concern. It wasn’t about Heziah in this case. It was about the El’aras and how they might react to someone stealing their enchantments, and possibly using them in ways that the El’aras did not intend.

      “This might help us with what we need,” Jonathan said.

      “I get it,” Matthew said. “But you know I don’t like it.”

      Jonathan glanced to the trunk and thought of the El’aras charms that had been in there, along with the weapons. An idea came to him. It was just the kernel of one, but that was where most of his good ideas came from: “Start small and then build.” That was what Grayson had always told him.

      He switched to a different enchantment. When he triggered it, a burst of light slammed into Elizabeth but slid away from her.

      “What did you see?” Jonathan asked her.

      “I saw you shining a light on me,” she said. “Should I have seen anything else?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. It looked like the light washed over you when I used it.”

      “Try something else.”

      Jonathan reached into his pocket and grabbed a different enchantment. Each one had a symbol on its surface. The symbol was what linked the enchantment to the magic within it, and also essentially announced the purpose behind it. The one he held now was a series of interlocking triangles, which would create an explosive strike.

      He hesitated. An enchantment like this could lead to a dangerous effect. If he didn’t use it the right way, and if the charm Elizabeth was wearing wasn’t protective the way they believed it was, then it was possible that she would end up hurt.

      She watched him and nodded. “Do it.”

      “Only if you’re sure.”

      “I am,” Elizabeth said. “I think you need to do it.”

      Jonathan activated the enchantment. When it struck her, the magic bounced back. He braced himself and hurriedly put up a barrier, protecting himself from the strike. He breathed a sigh of relief. Even with the protection, he could feel the energy as it washed over him.

      “That was strange,” she said.

      “What did you feel?”

      “Something streaked past me. I didn’t see it. I… What was it?”

      Jonathan checked himself for any injury. “I don’t know. Whatever happened didn’t hit me.”

      Had it been a little stronger, it might have. He was lucky, which wasn’t how they should deal with magic. Even though they would try another enchantment, he had to be careful because it would probably react the same way.

      The star was definitely a defensive charm.

      “We need to try some of the others,” Jonathan said.

      He went back to the trunk and grabbed some of the different charms off the ground, then carried them to Elizabeth.

      “Why don’t we test them first?” he said. “Then you can try them on, and we can see if there’s anything we might be able to use here.”

      “I have a feeling that we’re going to be able to use all of them,” she said, smiling.

      “Why do I get the impression that you’re excited by this?”

      “Having a way to defend ourselves against sorcerers? What isn’t there to like about it?”

      “Because this has to do with the El’aras,” Jonathan said. “That’s what matters.”

      “I get the sense that you and Matthew are both concerned about it.”

      “We know what will happen if the kingdom decides to blame the El’aras for any attack,” he said. “It would mean war.”

      “But we aren’t talking about attacking the kingdom,” Elizabeth said. “So anything that happens between the El’aras and the sorcerers…”

      Jonathan nodded. “You’re right, but we still need to be careful.”

      “Can we get back to testing, then? I want to see which of these pretty charms I get to wear.”

      He snorted. He liked the confidence from her, and knew that Matthew would not, but Jonathan also appreciated the fact that she remained committed to working with them.

      “I doubt Matthew would want you to refer to these as pretty charms,” he said.

      Elizabeth looked up at him while trailing her fingers through her hair. “Well, they are pretty, and they’re charms, so I can call them pretty charms.”

      Jonathan turned his attention back to the stack of items and then began to work through them, targeting one at a time with his enchantments. While he worked, Elizabeth tried to place a facade over some of them as well.

      They would test each one. They would be ready, and they would use these to defend against Heziah as they made their move.

      It might even work.

      As he looked across the room, he had a sense that Matthew remained troubled. It had to be the idea of using El’aras items in an attack. There wasn’t anything they could do about it, though. They had to be ready for Heziah.
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      Jonathan studied all of the charms sorted around them, along with the weapons and the chain mail. Most of the charms were defensive items. Not only did they block attacks, but they often reflected magic back, depending on which attacks were used.

      There was one that left Jonathan uncertain. The charms had not been effective against it, but there had been no reflection of power either. They had been hesitant to use it. He had that one in his pocket, determined to test it more, but he wondered if they had time.

      “We know these are effective against enchantments, but we don’t know whether they are against a sorcerer,” Jonathan said, looking over to Matthew. “What happens if they don’t work the same way?”

      “It’s possible—even likely—that they won’t work the same way,” Matthew said. “But the magic is similar. Think about what you noticed with Elizabeth and Leland. They have magic similar to that of sorcerers, though the sorcerers don’t want to admit it.”

      Jonathan squeezed the hilt of the long dagger he’d taken. He had never been one for weapons, and there had never really been a need for him to have one as a thief. He carried a utility knife, but not anything more than that. He wasn’t a killer, and he certainly wasn’t a fighter. That was what he had Matthew for.

      “If we use these, they might deflect any offensive magic the sorcerers throw at us.” He waited for Matthew to nod. “And using that, we could get in.”

      “But not sneak in undetected,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan scratched his head, trying to think through things. Obvious wasn’t always easy. Easy wasn’t always obvious.

      Heading through the main entrance would be obvious, but definitely not easy. With the El’aras items, though, they would have a measure of protection, which might even allow them to sneak inside.

      There was a different possibility, but he’d need more information to know if it was even an option. Increasingly, Jonathan thought there might be another way in. Someplace that wasn’t obvious but was easier. Just like Grayson would’ve wanted him to do.

      “If we go at night, we’ll have an easier time,” Matthew said.

      “Unless one of these El’aras items can create a facade.”

      Matthew shook his head. “That’s not the kind of magic the El’aras possess. There’s something else about this, Jonathan. The El’aras don’t usually create items like this. There has to be a reason behind this.” He looked back at the trunk. “Especially this many of them. This suggests a use of their power that is far different than anything I’ve seen before.”

      “What would draw out this kind of power?” Jonathan said.

      “That’s just it. I don’t know. But we need to be careful. You are thinking about these like enchantments, but they’re not going to work that way. They aren’t enchantments, regardless of how some aspects of their magic might work similarly.”

      “We don’t need to use enchantments. Or if we can’t use enchantments, then we have these El’aras items,” Jonathan said. “The next order of business is what we’re going to do once we acquire what Heziah wants us to.”

      “You’re under the impression we’ll be able to do this,” Matthew said.

      “I am under that impression. Once we get past the protections of the Society house, the real challenge is dealing with whatever power that thing has.”

      Matthew rubbed his temple. “I have a feeling that it will be more than just dealing with the power. It’s going to be figuring out how to keep Heziah from knowing we have it. Even if he learns that we do, we still need to know what he wants it for, and whether there’s a reason for him to not have it.”

      Jonathan snorted. “Anything that Heziah is after, especially something from the Society, is going to be too dangerous. We have to be able to act quickly, and I’ve been thinking that we need to come up with an alternative.”

      “You want to make a swap?” Matthew said, eyes wide.

      Jonathan shrugged. “Well, depending on what he’s looking for, we might be able to create something. With the right enchantment, and perhaps the right facade…”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “I’m just trying to come up with different alternatives. I don’t know that anything we might do will be sensible at this point.”

      “Sensible? Not you, that’s for sure,” Matthew said.

      “Anyway,” Jonathan said, ignoring the comment, “we try to give him an alternative.”

      “How do you expect that to work? This is Heziah, after all.”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      Matthew groaned. “You know, I really don’t care for it when you make grand statements like that.”

      Jonathan smirked. “Even after we get past the danger with Heziah, there’s another issue we have to worry about, I think. We have these El’aras items and the priest. We have to figure out why the timing has been coordinated the way it has.”

      “You’re getting ahead of yourself,” Matthew said. “How are we going to get rid of Heziah once we take this item?”

      “We hand him over to the Society. We just make sure that they know he’s the one responsible for taking it.”

      Now that they had a way of defending themselves against sorcery, they could use that against Heziah. And in his mind, Jonathan couldn’t help but feel as if this might be exactly what Heziah wanted—his way of proving to them that he wasn’t going to be a threat to them long term. If they had access to the El’aras items and the deflection of magic that they offered, then Jonathan had to believe that they wouldn’t have to fear whether Heziah came at them.

      They were going to have to finish the job, which meant Jonathan needed to keep searching for the easier entrance.

      Heziah wanted “obvious.” The more Jonathan thought about it, the more he decided that they needed to at least give the appearance that they were taking the obvious approach. That way, Heziah would believe that he had them where he wanted them, whatever that might be.

      It was time to start to test.

      Jonathan got to his feet, and he stuffed the dagger into his pocket.

      “What are you doing?” Matthew asked.

      “Well, we’re planning on breaking into the Society, so we might as well go see if their sorcerers can recognize the presence of the El’aras items.”

      Matthew arched a brow. “Are you sure they won’t just detect you?”

      “Maybe, but I’ll be wearing this,” Jonathan said, pulling out one of the star charms from his pocket and slipping it on. “I have to hope that they won’t be able to detect anything from us.”

      Matthew looked down at the different items he was holding. “I’m going to make a few other preparations. I suspect you’re going to try and plan a bit?”

      Jonathan took a deep breath. Elizabeth and Leland were sitting at a table. Elizabeth held two necklaces, two rings, and earrings. It was probably more jewelry than she had ever found before, and she kept touching them. Leland continually scratched at his beard, and Jonathan wondered if he was working on trying to use his lock magic, testing whether it would work.

      “I’m going to plan, but I might need some assistance with this,” Jonathan said.

      Elizabeth stood. “I’ll go.”

      Leland looked up. “I suppose I should get some practice too.”

      Like Jonathan, he had on only one piece of El’aras jewelry, but as far as Jonathan could tell, one piece was probably enough. They didn’t need to have on a significant number of items in order to shield themselves. All they needed was something that offered protection from magic.

      They slipped through the door of Vileforn’s home and then headed out into the city. The streets were quiet in the early morning, and Jonathan looked up at the sky, noting the sun starting to rise in the distance.

      He could feel the stir of magic within Ishan. It was a strange thing to be aware of, but in the mornings like this, Jonathan could often feel the strange sensations of magic that would begin to creep as the city awoke.

      Elizabeth twisted one of the rings on her fingers while she clutched the necklace. Jonathan found himself smiling. When this was all over, she would need to have more jewelry. She deserved it.

      “What is it?” Elizabeth asked, looking at him.

      “Nothing,” he said.

      When they reached the Society, Jonathan lingered for a moment before turning his attention to the buildings next to it. He didn’t see lights on in any of them, nor did he see anything on the opposite side of the street. There was no movement. More than that, he didn’t detect any sense of magic. They would have to test each of those houses. There might be a way to use one or more of them.

      But first, he wanted to test the El’aras magic.

      “Try to use a facade,” he said to Elizabeth.

      “All I’m going to do is alert them that we’re here,” she said.

      “It’s a test. Just try it, but nothing too strong. If it comes down to what I think it might, we need to be ready, but we also need to know the limitations. If it works, you’re going to need to keep practicing while wearing the El’aras charm to ensure that you can hold the facade.”

      It was one more way of testing her. Elizabeth had been tested enough in the different jobs they’d taken, and in this case, he believed that she needed to do it so that she could find her own limits.

      He waited.

      Elizabeth clenched her jaw. “It’s a little harder than it usually is.”

      “That’s interesting,” Jonathan said.

      She looked over at him, frowning. “Why is that interesting?”

      “Well, is it harder, or is it that you can’t do it?”

      She shook her head. “Just harder.”

      “But you feel like you can still create the facade.”

      “Go take a look.”

      Jonathan stepped out into the street and looked back toward her. All he saw was the storefront. There was no evidence of Elizabeth or Leland there.

      “Do you detect anything?” she asked.

      It was equally strange for him to hear her voice and have no awareness of the magic she was using. He smiled to himself. “No. I don’t feel anything.”

      “Good.”

      Jonathan stepped back toward the facade and slipped through it, rejoining her and Leland. “Keep holding it.”

      “How long do you think I should?” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan looked to the door of the Society house. “Considering how quickly they detected magic the last time, I doubt we will need to use anything for all that long, though maybe we should wait a bit so that we can see what they’re able to determine here.”

      He continued watching the building, wondering what he might find, but they saw no sign of sorcerers moving. After standing there for the better part of an hour, he smiled.

      “Well, it doesn’t seem as if they detect much of anything.”

      “We could test it,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan nodded.

      She peeled off the rings, necklaces, and finally the earrings before handing them to Jonathan. He felt a strange, cool sensation wash over him when her facade shifted, and he had an awareness of the power she was holding.

      They didn’t have to wait long. The door to the Society opened, and one sorcerer emerged and looked around. Jonathan hurriedly slipped the ring on one of Elizabeth’s fingers, and he felt the power from her fade quickly. The facade still held.

      She blinked. “Maybe I was wearing too many charms. It’s not quite so bad with just the one ring.”

      “They’re still watching us,” Leland said.

      “Because they felt it,” Jonathan said. It had to have been Elizabeth’s magic before, then. “That doesn’t mean they can detect us now. Let’s see if they go back inside.”

      After a while, the sorcerer headed back inside, and Jonathan smiled to himself. It would work. It had to.

      “Well,” he said, “now we know we can keep hidden, though I don’t know how long it will work. We should be able to use the facade to get into the Society house, and even move around inside it. That is, assuming that they aren’t able to detect power inside the place better than they can outside of it.”

      “Or that the El’aras items will be less effective inside,” Leland said, and he pressed his lips together. “I’ll go.”

      “What do you mean?” Jonathan said.

      Leland shrugged. “One of us has to know, and seeing as how they have a passing familiarity with me, because of my mother…” Irritation surged in his voice. “I don’t think it would be all that strange for me to appear. That is, if they catch me.” He glanced over to Jonathan, and though he seemed confident, Jonathan saw the uncertainty in his eyes. “Anyway, I think it’s safer for me to go.”

      Before Jonathan could object, Leland crossed the street and headed along the path leading to the building. He walked up to the door, where he must have used his magic to push it open, and he disappeared inside.

      Jonathan held his breath as he stared.

      “I can’t believe he just did that,” Elizabeth said, rubbing the ring on her finger. It reminded Jonathan of the ring his sister wore, and the one he had seen Heziah wearing.

      “Leland is braver than we give him credit for.”

      Elizabeth cocked a brow, watching him. “Of course he is. He was willing to leave everything to take care of his mother. That is a kind of bravery. Did you know that he didn’t care about anything we took? He wanted to leave it with me. Told me that I could use it more than he could.” She snorted. “I wasn’t going to let him get away with that. I can’t owe a debt to Leland.” She smiled, and there was fondness in her voice.

      Jonathan had thought he’d been paying attention to Elizabeth and Leland and the rest of the team, but he hadn’t realized that they had formed a connection beyond the one he had formed with each of them. And here he was, putting all of them in danger again. Though more accurately, Heziah had been the one to do that.

      He counted out the moments as they waited. By the time he got to ten minutes, Jonathan stepped forward, but Elizabeth caught his arm. “You don’t need to go quite yet,” she said. “Give him a chance. He can do this.”

      Jonathan believed that he could, but he also didn’t want to risk Leland unnecessarily.

      “Can I have my jewelry?” she asked. Jonathan handed over the necklaces and the earrings. She slipped them on, and her jaw clenched as she did. “It gets harder to hold on to the facade with each piece I wear.”

      “That’s actually helpful to know,” he said.

      “I figured that it might be.”

      If they had a sorcerer, they could test things. But even without one, Jonathan couldn’t feel her magic, so he knew that the charms were working.

      He watched the building. Leland still hadn’t come out.

      Just when Jonathan was reaching a point again where he was going to go after Leland, the door opened. Leland slipped out, pushed the door closed, and raced across the street to them. As he hid behind the facade once again, he had a pained look on his face.

      “Well?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I don’t think they can detect anything. I went in there and tried to test whether I could unlock something—”

      Elizabeth’s jaw dropped. “You tried to unlock something inside?”

      “There is a decorative case near the front of the place. They have it magically protected, so I tested it,” Leland said, grinning slightly. He glanced from Jonathan to Elizabeth before shaking his head. “Elizabeth was not wrong when she said it’s harder to do things with these on.” He tapped the necklace. “But it still works.”

      Jonathan glanced over to the Society house. “They didn’t notice anything?”

      “Nothing other than me staring at it. Nobody came over to me. When I had used my connection during visits in the past, I had been trailed throughout the building. I suspect they knew I had some talent, and they probably thought I could make facades. So I was expecting them to come looking for me.”

      Jonathan smiled. If the El’aras items would help protect them, then they might be able to get away with this. The idea that it could work, that they could find a way to get through the Society house, was a little hard for him to wrap his head around, but he thought they needed to do this.

      “Good,” he said. “If this is going to work, then we should try tonight.”

      Leland straightened, and he glanced from Jonathan to Elizabeth. “Just like that? You don’t even want to make any other preparations? This is nothing like the last job.”

      “Nothing like it,” Jonathan agreed. “We just need to pull the job.”

      He wasn’t going to argue with Leland, but the truth was that he felt completely underprepared as well. All because of what Heziah wanted from them. He wasn’t going to say that to Leland or Elizabeth, but he suspected they both knew. It wasn’t like he was hiding it all that well from them. He might try, but they had worked with him before—and Elizabeth had continued to work with him—so they had seen how he reacted.

      All of this felt like a setup. With the Vileforn job, at least part of it had felt like his idea, regardless of whatever help he had gotten from his sister. That time, Jonathan had felt like he was in control. Now he felt out of control. They were being manipulated into taking a job he did not want to do, and the consequences of failure were significant.

      But there might be a way to manipulate Heziah back.

      Jonathan’s mind worked through it. With the El’aras items, he started to think about what they might be able to accomplish. That these El’aras charms existed in the city was enough reason for him to want to be careful.

      He forced a smile at the others. “Get something to eat. Get some rest. And then we will meet at the tavern at dusk.”
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      Jonathan paced around the outside of the tavern and glanced over to it every so often. Darkness had started to fall, and though it wasn’t quite dusk, he had expected to see Elizabeth and Leland before now. They had not yet arrived.

      The street outside the Eagle Tavern was narrow, and the storefronts in this part of the city were crammed together. Every now and then, Jonathan would feel a surge of magic that left his skin tingling, and although he wasn’t entirely sure what triggered it, he recognized the energy that was out there. He thought he could feel something more within it that he needed to better understand, which was why he had been pacing here.

      There had been no sign of Matthew ever since they had left Vileforn’s palace. Jonathan was tempted to return. They had left the jewels there, but he didn’t really have much reason to go back. They would after the job was over. Only then. Going too soon, and giving Heziah an opportunity to know what they were using as a base of operations, would only be a risk.

      At the sound of footsteps along the cobblestones, he looked up.

      Matthew approached slowly, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “What are you doing out here?” he asked. His gaze flicked to the entrance to the tavern. “Do we need to go somewhere else?”

      “No. I just detected magic,” Jonathan said. “I thought I would see if I could figure out why.”

      Matthew nodded, and yet that did nothing to change the way his gaze flicked around him, searching everything nearby. “I guess I was worried.”

      Jonathan ran his hands along his arms. Maybe there hadn’t actually been any magic. “Aren’t you always worried?”

      “Not by choice. It just sort of happened, you know? I blame you for it.”

      “Why is it my fault?”

      “I don’t think I worried quite as much before you ended up in prison,” Matthew said. “But spending as much time as I did looking for you, trying to find some word of what had happened, put me into that situation.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Matthew shrugged. “Not asking for an apology. I’m just explaining myself.”

      Jonathan smiled at his friend. Hopefully, when all of this was over, he could help Matthew find a measure of peace—and then he didn’t know what else he needed to do. Matthew needed peace, and so did he.

      “We confirmed that the items are effective,” Jonathan said carefully as he looked around him. He didn’t see anybody else out in the street, but he also didn’t want to rely on the fact that no one was here.

      Considering what he had learned from Heziah about the way enchantments could be used, he didn’t know if anybody had placed specific enchantments around here that might allow them to listen in. He didn’t think that was the case, but although he was careful about which enchantments he kept on him, he still felt that caution was best.

      Matthew looked along the street, and there was heavy suspicion in his gaze. Jonathan had seen that from him before, but now it was even more than usual. “How certain are you that they work?”

      “Pretty certain,” Jonathan said.

      “I’ve been giving quite a bit of thought to the job. I don’t think all of us should go in. I don’t know that all of us can.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I agree.”

      “Good. I’m the one going in,” Matthew said.

      “He didn’t assign this job because of you. He did it because of me. The only reason anyone else is involved is because he wanted to get to me. He blames me, but he also thinks he needs to use me. Which means that whatever is inside, it’s going to have to be me.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      Jonathan patted Matthew’s shoulder. “I know you don’t. I’ve never tried to get you involved in anything like this.”

      “You’ve tried to keep me out of it, in fact.”

      “Can you blame me? You don’t like to talk about anything,” Jonathan said, and he wasn’t exactly sure how to phrase what he wanted to say to Matthew. “I haven’t wanted to push, but I also recognize that if you are the one caught…”

      “I might be the only one who can do this, Jonathan.” Matthew squeezed his eyes shut. “I have some natural resistance, and if anybody’s going to use these charms and these weapons, it should be me.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I’m not going to force you to reveal something that you’ve denied your entire life. Besides, you are more valuable to the team outside. We might not be able to use any of our enchantments inside the target,” he said, careful not to make specific references to what they intended, “but we certainly can use them outside. I trust that you’ll know how to place them to ensure they are used to their max utility.”

      “You want me to set up a perimeter of enchantments?” Matthew asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Why can’t we both do that?”

      “We can,” Jonathan said, “but once that’s done, then I still think you need to stand guard. We don’t know what Heziah might be up to, and if anyone can make last-minute adjustments to plans, it’s you. Better you than Elizabeth or Leland.”

      Besides, Jonathan needed both of them for the job. With what he was suggesting to Matthew, it was either him or Matthew. While both of them could probably do the job, it really did make more sense for Jonathan to be inside.

      “I hate it when you make reasoned arguments,” Matthew said. “Just be smart about it. Once you learn what you’re after, just get in, get out, and be ready. I know that there are only so many things you can try inside there, and only so many different places you might be able to hide, but don’t let them catch you. That’s the last thing you can have happen.”

      Jonathan forced a smile. “That’s the other reason I don’t want you to go.”

      Matthew pressed his lips together in a frown. “They wouldn’t do anything to me.”

      “They would if they began to suspect.”

      Matthew sighed. “I suppose they would. Why does it have to be such a pain in the ass? I wish I had managed to figure out what he was after. I feel like we’re going in so uncertain.”

      “I’m sure we will have the answer before we go in. The problem is what he shares with us. And when.” But Jonathan suspected that he was key to the job somehow. Heziah wanted revenge, Jonathan was certain, but he also wanted the job complete.

      “Let’s not keep the others waiting on us.” Matthew stepped into the tavern, leaving Jonathan alone on the street.

      He glanced up at the fading sunlight and the growing dusk, and he felt an occasional bit of magic around them. He tried not to think about what that meant, or where it was coming from, focusing instead on what he could feel of the people around him.

      Jonathan headed into the tavern. He found Matthew sitting at a table near the back of the room and took a seat across from him.

      “I thought they would be here before us. What time did you tell them to meet?” Matthew asked.

      “I told them to meet now,” Jonathan said.

      “What did you tell them to do?”

      “To get some rest. Eat. Prepare everything they thought they might need.”

      Matthew nodded. “Reasonable advice.”

      “I know how to get ready for a job,” Jonathan said.

      “You used to.”

      Jonathan shook his head. He positioned himself so that he could look toward the door, and they waited for Elizabeth and Leland to arrive.

      One of the waitresses came by. Matthew smiled at her, and she brought over a mug of ale. Jonathan glanced over at him, and Matthew shrugged while taking a sip.

      “We have to at least look like we’re going to stay,” Matthew said.

      “We don’t really,” Jonathan replied.

      “If we’re going to use a place like this, we don’t want to draw any strange attention to us.”

      Jonathan smirked. “I have you here with me. I think I’m always going to get strange attention.”

      He noticed a faint stir of magic. It happened somewhat intermittently, and then it began to build until he felt it more regularly.

      It was magic.

      Jonathan looked around the tavern, but he didn’t see anything. Matthew watched him. Jonathan tried to see if it might be coming from Matthew, but there was no sign of it. Nothing other than the strange energy that flickered every so often in a surge of power.

      That flicker of magic had a pattern to it—something he recognized.

      “Follow me,” he said to Matthew.

      Jonathan headed out to the street and ducked down an alley. Matthew chased after him, sword now unsheathed, moving with a languid grace that made him look incredibly dangerous and deadly.

      “What are we chasing?” Matthew asked.

      “We’re chasing the sense of magic coming off someone,” Jonathan said. “I don’t know if it’s coming from Elizabeth or Leland or…”

      For that matter, he didn’t really know if it was coming from either of them. He could be wrong. As he focused on that energy, feeling the way that power continue to flicker, he was left with the question of whether what he detected was one of them.

      “This could be part of somebody’s plan,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan glanced over, nodding to him. “I’m aware of that.”

      “Good. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t thinking that we were going to simply rush into everything.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that at all,” Jonathan said.

      The steady surge of magical energy started to make a different sort of sense as he realized that he shouldn’t be able to detect Elizabeth or Leland unless they wanted him to.

      “I think they’re signaling to me,” he said.

      Matthew’s brow furrowed. “By flaring magic?”

      “An El’aras charm prevents others from being able to detect magic. It conceals them, so I shouldn’t be aware of them. Not unless they want me to.”

      As that power flickered again, he was increasingly certain that was exactly what he detected.

      Jonathan glanced over to Matthew. “We might need that sword.”

      It was a significant ask, especially with Matthew and his concern about revealing his presence. But very few people knew about what he thought Matthew was. Heziah might, though Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure. The way Jayna had looked at Matthew during one of their interactions suggested that she was at least aware, though Jonathan didn’t know if she knew the truth or not. Perhaps she just suspected. She was smart, so he wouldn’t put it past her.

      And Elizabeth and Leland. That was it.

      They neared an intersection, and they paused, giving Jonathan a chance to test for any additional magic. He waited on the pattern, knowing that if it was going to come again, it would be easier to detect while he wasn’t moving. It wasn’t altogether different than how Elizabeth used her facade.

      Night had fallen, and a few lamps gave off enough light for them to make their way through the city. Jonathan looked in either direction, glancing down the street, searching for whatever he might be able to detect.

      There came another sense of power, and Jonathan motioned for Matthew to follow. There was no doubt in his mind that he had felt a flicker of magic, enough that it came to him in a wave.

      Getting closer to it, he could feel the energy in a way that told him that whoever was using it had some control—and power. The brief flashes of magic suggested that it wasn’t coming from a sorcerer, which meant it was Elizabeth. She was trying to signal him by holding a facade.

      He didn’t see any evidence of one as they walked along the street, but he continued to peer at everything, trying to make out anything that would give away her presence. She had grown skilled enough that Jonathan wasn’t sure if he would even be able to notice anything. There came another flicker, then a flash, and finally he could feel that power right in front of him. He saw nothing but a blank wall.

      Jonathan grabbed Matthew and headed toward the wall. A wave of power washed over them, and then Elizabeth and Leland were standing there.

      Elizabeth looked past Jonathan, her eyes wide. “Did anybody follow you?” she whispered.

      “I don’t think so,” Jonathan said. “Matthew and I were careful. What are you doing here? We were supposed to meet at the Eagle Tavern.”

      “We were heading there, and we realized that somebody was tailing us.”

      “Did you get a look at them?” Matthew asked.

      “Not a very good one. They were wearing a hood and cloak, and they stayed behind us.” She flicked her gaze past them again. “I think it was a sorcerer. Leland thought the same thing, didn’t you?”

      Leland nodded slowly. “I don’t know with any certainty, but I suspect that was what they were.”

      “You don’t know?” Elizabeth asked. “We thought it was.” She looked over to Jonathan. “We were making our way through the street, and I decided that it would be better for us to stay within a facade and try to signal to you. Thank the gods that you were able to detect it.”

      “If I hadn’t been expecting to find you both back at the tavern, I don’t know that I would have known what it was,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, we figured that when we didn’t show up, you would know something was up.”

      Jonathan grunted. “It was a dangerous gambit. With what was taking place there, it was possible that they would have noticed you, especially if you really were followed.”

      “I know,” Elizabeth said. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Matthew glanced over his shoulder, then looked around. “I’m going to take a look.” He slipped into the night and disappeared.

      Jonathan watched Elizabeth and Leland. “What do you think you saw?”

      “They weren’t very large,” Leland said. “I didn’t get a good look at them, but it was difficult to see anything.”

      “And you’re sure they were after you?” Jonathan asked.

      “I’m sure they were there, but not that they were after us. I don’t even know what I was seeing,” Leland said. He looked over to Elizabeth. “We just got nervous. After having spent as much time as we had near the Society, we began to worry that there might have been something going on.”

      Jonathan nodded. “There probably was.”

      He let out a long breath. As he did, he could feel something. He looked around, and though he could see through the facade, he wasn’t able to determine much else from it.

      “I don’t like this,” Elizabeth said.

      “We don’t have to like it,” Leland told her.

      “I still don’t like it. We were planning on doing this job tonight, and whoever chased us through the streets has only delayed us,” she said, glancing over to Jonathan. “Do you think they knew?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t know if they did or not. It’s possible, but…”

      Not necessarily probable.

      Matthew suddenly reappeared. “I didn’t see anyone,” he said.

      “So we were just waiting here for no reason?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan frowned and turned to Elizabeth and Leland. “You were certain that you saw somebody?”

      Leland nodded. “I was certain. I don’t know who it was, but…”

      “What do you think, Matthew?” Jonathan said.

      “About whether we do it tonight, or whether we do it at all?”

      “Tonight. We were planning on going ahead with this, but if it’s not going to be safe, then maybe we should wait.”

      Matthew crossed his arms. “Is it ever going to be safe?”

      Jonathan thought about the nature of the job and about all the various items that they had with them, and he couldn’t help but wonder if anything they did would even make a difference. The El’aras artifacts would be helpful, but would they really help them against sorcery?

      They thought the El’aras charms would somehow keep them protected, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was the possibility that the sorcerers would be able to detect them. Then they would still end up in trouble.

      Jonathan sighed. “I think we have to do it tonight.”

      “Despite this?” Matthew said.

      “Despite this. We weren’t going to break in early, anyway. We were going to wait until it got dark. Well…” Jonathan looked up at the sky. “It’s dark.”

      “I don’t know that the timing matters,” Matthew said. “The only thing that might make any difference is the fact that we were followed. At least, they were.” He nodded to Leland and Elizabeth. “Somebody seems to know.”

      “They might,” Jonathan said. “And if they do, then…”

      He didn’t know. If someone else knew about them and knew that they were heading toward the Society house, then somebody might be ready for them.

      “How much energy have you used by holding your facade?” he asked Elizabeth.

      “Not much. We haven’t been moving.”

      “But you’ve been maintaining it through the effects of the El’aras charms.”

      “I have,” Elizabeth said, “but the charms aren’t so powerful that they make it too difficult for me.”

      Jonathan glanced over to Leland. “What about you? If we are going to do this, I want to make sure that you’re comfortable with it at as well.”

      “Do I have a choice?” Leland said.

      “There is a choice. The choice is that we do nothing. We decide that we aren’t going to take this job for Heziah, and we tell him that we won’t do it.”

      “What choice is that?”

      “One of safety,” Matthew suggested.

      “Maybe,” Jonathan said. “But it might also be a choice that leads us to run.”

      “I don’t know if I can run,” Leland said. “With my mother…”

      “I understand, which is why I think we need to do this. I also think we’re going to have to be ready for whatever we might encounter.”

      He looked over to Matthew. Matthew nodded slowly, though there was tension in his eyes that Jonathan recognized. It was a tension that told him that Matthew wasn’t quite sure about what they were doing, or whether there was going to be any way for them to do it safely. Matthew remained troubled about this job in general, and his expression told Jonathan that they needed to begin taking a different sort of action. The tension in his eyes also said that Matthew was tired of Heziah using them.

      As Jonathan prepared to move, he felt something else. It was a cold sense of magic that washed along his arms. It twitched in the same pattern that Elizabeth and Leland had been using.

      That couldn’t be coincidental. He reached into his pocket and found a marker that he hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying. One of Heziah’s. The surface of it had changed.

      There was no longer a dragon etched into it. Now there was a different symbol—a long staff with a bulbous end on it.

      He looked up at Matthew, and then to the other two. “Maybe this is the source of what you were feeling. And Heziah has given us our target.”
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      “The enchantments are set,” Matthew said, pausing in the alley near Jonathan. “I’ll keep tabs on all of you.”

      There didn’t appear to be any movement near the Society house, but that wasn’t what they intended to target. At this point, Jonathan wasn’t fully certain of what they needed to do, but he thought he had an idea of how to do it.

      “Will you be ready?” Matthew asked.

      “You know I will be.”

      “You are protected because of items you don’t fully understand,” Matthew said. “And they’re items that I don’t fully understand, which is why I’m concerned.” He glanced at Jonathan. “I want you to at least acknowledge that I have a reason to be concerned.”

      Jonathan clasped him on the shoulder and squeezed. “You have every reason to be concerned. We’re going to finish this job my way, not Heziah’s way,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper on the off chance that Heziah might be out there listening. “Then hopefully we can be done with all of this.”

      “Done with jobs?” Matthew asked, arching a brow.

      Jonathan wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Jobs were just that: jobs. But increasingly, every job they had taken had pitted them against magic. Though they could acquire enchantments, they simply did not have the right kind of magic to counter what they often ran into. Matthew was the best protected of all of them, which was probably why he had managed to maneuver so openly after Jonathan’s captivity. What would happen if others learned of him?

      “We still have to deal with these El’aras items,” Jonathan said.

      The items were in the city for a reason. They might be useful to them, but it was one more piece of a puzzle that Jonathan was trying to put together. Maybe his sister was involved in it, the same way she had been involved in drawing him into other things, but perhaps there was something else. He didn’t have those answers.

      “Fine,” Matthew said. “And then we will take a break. Now, can we get moving?”

      Jonathan released Matthew’s shoulder, and they set off. Elizabeth’s facade formed in front of them, and Jonathan didn’t feel anything. He touched the charm necklace he wore to ensure that it was there, and he was comforted when he found that it was.

      “Are you sure we’re supposed to go into that?” Elizabeth asked, nodding to the small wooden structure. It couldn’t be more than twenty paces in either direction and had a slightly angled roof, but was fairly unremarkable. There were no obvious enchantments, nothing that suggested the Society had any hand in it. From its outside appearance, it looked like little more than a shed.

      Which was why Jonathan remained convinced that this was what they needed to use.

      “I’m not positive that we should, or even if we can,” he said, glancing over to Leland, “but I’m sure I saw several Society members come through here. There can be only one reason for that.”

      “An orgy,” Leland said.

      Elizabeth barked out a laugh before clapping her hands over her mouth.

      Leland shrugged, then looked to Jonathan. “Sorry.”

      “Probably not an orgy,” Jonathan said. “Though if we find any evidence for it, maybe we should tread carefully. But I think there’s probably a way into the Society house from here. There may not be as many enchantments protecting it, and I doubt there will be the same type of lock, but we still need to be ready.”

      They entered the shed and found the entrance to the building. Jonathan hesitated for a moment before finally motioning for Leland to move forward. Leland pressed his hand on the lock and squeezed his eyes shut. There came a soft click as the lock tripped, and the door opened.

      Jonathan moved past Leland. “It’s on you,” he whispered to Elizabeth.

      She stepped forward. He hoped that she was still holding on to the facade, but he wasn’t aware of it. He couldn’t feel anything. Though he wanted to think that she maintained it, he wouldn’t know if the facade slipped and she lost some control over it.

      He walked behind her. Once inside the Society house, the energy of the place began to swirl around him. Jonathan was fully aware of that power and how it seemed to permeate everything. He could feel how there was something more here than what he had ever detected.

      “Keep moving,” he whispered. “We’re heading down the stairs.”

      The others nodded, saying nothing. They were moving as quietly as they could, and Jonathan appreciated that his team knew that they needed to be silent without him having to prompt them. He stepped forward, slipping along the hallway, and hazarded a glance around him. The building itself was unremarkable. There were doors leading off the hall, and he suspected that some of them were magically made. Possibly even barriers created by sorcerers to give each of them a space. They might not even be real.

      When they reached another set of stairs leading down, he paused. He held his hands out and waited.

      “Do you detect anything?” Elizabeth asked, leaning close to whisper in his ear.

      Jonathan shook his head. “Not here.”

      “Shouldn’t we have felt something by now?”

      “I don’t really know,” he said.

      “Some sort of protection, at least.”

      Jonathan still hadn’t felt anything, and that bothered him. “I’m sure they have protections in place, but maybe they weren’t expecting anybody to break in. It’s too unlikely.”

      And they still had the threat of other protections here.

      They were relying on the El’aras charms to keep them safe. After testing them as much as they had, Jonathan believed that they would be effective, but he wondered if that dependence was a mistake. If they failed, all of them would suffer.

      He took a deep breath and started down the stairs. He continued to look around, testing for any sense of magic, but did not feel anything. There had to be something.

      Jonathan motioned for them to keep moving. They crept down the stairs, and when they reached the next level, he noticed lanterns glowing along the walls. The stairs leading down had guided them into a narrow hall, and Jonathan could practically feel the magic.

      As they walked the long, narrow hallway, he had a sense of traveling beneath the street and toward the Society house.

      “Why would they want places like this?” Elizabeth whispered.

      “Because they might need to leave without somebody knowing that they were,” Jonathan said. “And maybe they want to be able to bring things into the Society house that they don’t want others knowing about.”

      “You think Heziah knew about this?”

      Jonathan frowned. “Probably not. If he did, he would have been able to access it himself.” At least, he thought that was the case. Otherwise, why would Heziah have needed them? How could they pull a job that he couldn’t?

      They kept moving, all of them staying quiet. This part of the Society house was different than the others, and though there was an energy here, much like there was in the other part, Jonathan didn’t feel it quite the same. It wasn’t like the pressure he felt otherwise. He started to question whether he was feeling magic, or whether it was something else.

      Jonathan moved carefully, keeping watch as he did. He expected that they would encounter someone else, but each time he paused to try to detect magic, there was no sign of movement and nothing coming from either direction. It should reassure him, but it did not do so completely.

      When a sound came in the distance, Jonathan tensed. He squeezed his hand around one of his enchantments, while his other hand went to one of the El’aras charms. He waited, but there was nothing more. As he crept along the hallway, he finally found a door. He stopped and held his hand out to probe, half expecting that he would feel some tingle of magic. Again, there was nothing.

      Elizabeth leaned close, dropping her voice to a whisper, placing her mouth nearly up against his ear. “Is this it?”

      What Jonathan wouldn’t give for her facade to shield them so that they wouldn’t have to get so close like this. She had to be right about the possibility of using the facade to mask sound, but it was going to be complicated to figure that out.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It might be anywhere along here.” He motioned to Leland. “Try this one.”

      Leland nodded, barely pressed his hand against the door, and there came a soft click. His ability was impressive, especially because he didn’t even need an enchantment.

      Elizabeth pushed open the door, forming a facade as she did. Jonathan followed her. There was nothing on the other side. It was empty.

      They backed out, closed the door, then moved to the next. Leland unlocked it like he did the last, with a surge of power and a tingle of cold magic that washed along Jonathan’s skin. The door came open.

      Something rippled.

      It was different than the last one he’d felt. At least, different enough that Jonathan recognized that there was some unique aspect to it. He immediately unsheathed the El’aras dagger and swept it forward.

      A facade.

      As he carved through that facade with the dagger, the magic parted, revealing the inside of the room. He had never seen anything quite like this. There was a collection of power here, but he couldn’t tell anything until he stepped into the room.

      He felt the power that was radiating from within. A sense of it pressed in on him, and it seemed to come from all over. Rows of shelves lined the walls, each of them filled with different items—sculptures and carvings and paintings—all of them almost certainly enchantments.

      He found a series of drawers. Jonathan pulled one of them open, and as he started to sort through it, Elizabeth leaned close. “You think they’ll know we were here?”

      Jonathan shook his head. This wasn’t what Heziah wanted, but if they were going to pull this job for him—and eventually they would have to go after what Heziah wanted—they might as well get something out of it for themselves. He grabbed enchantments and stuffed them into his pouch, while motioning for Elizabeth and Leland to do the same.

      “How do we know what these enchantments do?” Leland whispered.

      “We won’t,” Jonathan said. “We can test them later. It might give us something to sell.” Or better yet, something to use, if the circumstances made it necessary. At this point, he wasn’t entirely sure what it might come down to, but he would collect as many as he could.

      If they were doing a job like this, they might as well profit from it in some way. It didn’t have to be much. Having enchantments, especially enchantments that were taken from the Society house itself, likely would save them quite a bit of money in the future. They wouldn’t have to purchase any for a while.

      When he had stuffed his pockets as full as he thought he could, he turned and looked at the others. Everyone had crammed their pockets with enchantments, readying for what they were going to do. Jonathan was as prepared as he could be as well. He thought he had enough, but he started to wonder if he ever could have enough. When dealing with somebody like Heziah, and a job where they were breaking into someplace as dangerous as the Society house, he started to question whether it was possible to have enough magic.

      They walked out of the room and up to another door in the hallway. “Are we ready?” Jonathan asked.

      The other two nodded.

      Leland pressed his hand against the lock on the door and triggered it. Jonathan could feel the faint tingling sensation and the fact that he was using magic, but that was it.

      As soon as Jonathan pushed the door open, there came a wave of some magical protection. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that he could feel it. It felt enchanted, but it could be from a sorcerer. If it was coming from an actual sorcerer, then he had to be more careful.

      He slashed at the magic, using the El’aras dagger to carve through it. The sense of coldness on his skin faded, and they entered the room. Jonathan swept his gaze around. There were shelves of books, as well as furniture. A bed, a table, and chairs were pressed up against the wall. There was nothing else.

      Jonathan backed out of the room. “We keep moving,” he whispered.

      They made their way to the next door, which Leland unlocked. The feeling of power that spread over Jonathan left him feeling a cold chill. He trembled for a moment, frozen in place. He flicked his gaze to Elizabeth and Leland, who also shivered.

      It passed, but the sensation still left him uneasy. The amount of power that had just washed outward had been significant, and it came from little more than an enchantment. If they came across sorcerers who tried to throw that kind of power at them…

      Jonathan didn’t want to think about what would happen, knowing that they wouldn’t be able to counter anything with that much power.

      “Ready?” he said.

      He pushed open the door, and they were met with a sweep of flame.

      They pressed up against the wall and backed away. Had they not been wearing their El’aras charms, Jonathan had no idea what might’ve happened to them. Even with that, the amount of power was incredible. It lingered for a moment, heat blasting out at them like a furnace, and then it finally faded.

      Jonathan slashed with the El’aras blade to see if it would make a difference. Thankfully, the El’aras magic seemed to absorb the sorcery, or at least disperse it. When the flames were gone, they poked their heads inside the room. There was nothing.

      They pulled the door closed and moved farther along the hallway until they reached an enormous door.

      “Are you ready?” Jonathan asked Leland. “I have a sense that whatever is on the other side of this door is what we’ve been looking for.”

      The door itself appeared to have been masked, but Jonathan could feel a cold energy coming from it. Leland nodded, then pressed his hand against the door. He did nothing for a long moment. It looked as if he was concentrating, but even as that concentration worked across his face, nothing changed.

      “It’s too difficult,” Leland said.

      “Just keep trying,” Jonathan urged.

      The alternative was to take off one of the El’aras charms, but he didn’t dare have Leland do that. It would be too dangerous. Leland turned his attention back to the door, and he cupped both hands in front of it. As he did, there was a sense of his power. Jonathan felt another wave of cold work over him. He looked to see whether there was anybody coming toward them. He kept waiting for a sorcerer to appear, but none did.

      Finally, the door unlocked.

      Leland sagged, and Elizabeth grabbed him and helped him up. He nodded to her in thanks. Jonathan stepped forward and held the El’aras dagger out in front of him. Nothing sprung out as he opened the door.

      The room on the other side had a high ceiling and seemed to be a banquet hall. Massive pillars stretched from floor to ceiling, staggered every so often throughout the room. There were shelves, but they were all empty. Jonathan slashed at the air with the dagger, worried that there might be some sort of magic here, but nothing changed.

      “Do either of you see anything?” he asked.

      Both of them shook their heads. Jonathan started forward, carefully probing with the El’aras dagger. There was nothing here.

      “I thought this was going to be it,” he whispered.

      Elizabeth stood next to him. “Maybe it is. There could be a facade. I can’t really tell, but…” She frowned. “Maybe I could test it with my own facade.” She closed her eyes. Jonathan had no idea what she was doing, and she finally opened her eyes again. “Nothing.”

      “What about you, Leland?” Jonathan asked. “Do you think you can use your skill to try to unlock any magic that’s here?”

      Leland held his hand out. “I doubt it, but I might as well try.”

      He waved his hands as if trying to trigger something that was there, but everything stayed the same.

      Jonathan started to turn, when he detected a faint trickle of energy. It seemed to come from all over. Why hadn’t he felt that before? He had been so caught up in trying to see what was in the room that he had missed the faint, subtle energy that was here. He made a steady circuit around the room, half expecting that he would find something here, but he did not see anything. There was just a trace of power.

      He looked over to Elizabeth. “I can feel something, but I don’t know what it is.”

      Jonathan held out the dagger, spinning in place and sweeping it away from him. He couldn’t tell what was here, only that there was a sense of magic.

      Jonathan headed back and stood by the doorway. Then he swept his El’aras blade out again. Nothing.

      What about the door itself?

      He touched the dagger up to it. There was a slight surge and a subtle sense of pressure. If Jonathan had not been looking for it, he wasn’t even sure that he would believe it was real, but he felt it.

      He continued to press his dagger against the door, holding it for a moment. Something in the air changed, and the energy that was there began to sizzle. He felt something against him, and he pushed harder.

      “Leland,” Jonathan whispered. “Get over here.”

      Leland joined him, with Elizabeth behind him.

      “What do you feel here?” Jonathan asked. He was still keeping the El’aras blade pressed against the door.

      Leland frowned and then placed his hands on either side of the dagger. “Nothing. Wait. There is a hint of something.”

      “Do you think your particular talent might work on this? I know you can unlock doors, but maybe you can unlock something else?”

      Leland shrugged. “I don’t know. I can try.”

      He laid his hands on the door, clenching his jaw. As he did, Jonathan could feel what he was doing, even though he couldn’t see it. Leland shifted one of the charms on his wrist, then pulled it off. Jonathan didn’t know how many other charms Leland wore, but even removing one increased the risk that they would be detected. But it also increased Leland’s ability to use his own power.

      Then it was like a curtain came down. Everything shifted, and the room changed completely. There was no more massive hall. No more pillars in the middle. There were stone walls, but nothing hanging on them. No decorations. An empty room with nothing but stone.

      That wasn’t quite right. There was a pedestal in the middle of the room. On top of the pedestal rested a short metal scepter, and on its end was a jade-colored crystal.

      Jonathan approached, and Elizabeth headed toward it as if drawn by a magnet. He grabbed her and stopped her from getting close to it.

      “Is that it?” she said.

      Jonathan nodded. “It has to be. But wait.”

      He looked around the room. Everything was designed to protect it, but it didn’t make any sense. Why this?

      As he approached carefully, he felt energy, but not real magic.

      “Maybe it’s not magical,” he whispered.

      But then why was it in this room?

      “You could try to use the El’aras dagger on it,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t know that I can. It might damage whatever it is.”

      “We need to try something. We can’t stay here.”

      There was only one other thing they could do, which was to grab the scepter. Jonathan reached toward it, and he felt a strange pressure against him. It was like a wall, but invisible. He pushed the El’aras dagger against it, but it didn’t work.

      Leland held his hands out, and a surge of cold worked along Jonathan’s arms.

      “Leland?” Jonathan said. “Did you take another charm off?”

      Leland shook his head. “Why?”

      “Because I could feel something when you did that.”

      Leland touched the necklace he wore. “I still have this.”

      Jonathan looked at the charm he was wearing and turned toward the door. There were limits to enchantments, just as there were always limits with magic. And if that was the case, then it was only a matter of time before someone in the Society detected that they were here.
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      Jonathan pressed the El’aras dagger up to the barrier again, but still didn’t feel anything change. There was a bit of resistance, but not so much that he didn’t think he could overcome it. The air felt heavy, and there came a sense of power within it, though that might only be his imagination. Jonathan wasn’t sure he could actually feel power, but he did think there was something to it.

      “You need to give Leland one of your other charms,” Jonathan said to Elizabeth.

      She grinned at Leland. “Maybe you’d like my earrings.”

      Leland pressed his lips together in a frown. “I don’t have my ears pierced.”

      “I know, but I might be able to help with that if you’d like,” she said.

      He tugged on his earlobes, and she shrugged as if disappointed, before pulling off one of her rings and handing it over to him.

      Leland slipped it on.

      “Test it,” Jonathan said.

      Leland held his hand out. When he did, Jonathan didn’t detect any use of magic. He had no idea what Leland was actually doing, or whether holding his hand the way he did made a difference, but Jonathan suspected that he was using his connection to magic. If he was, it was undetectable.

      “That’s better,” Jonathan said.

      Leland began to make his way around the scepter. He held his hands out as if probing and feeling for something only he could find. It was possible that there really was something only he could detect, given his magical ability with locks.

      Jonathan only felt a strange pressure around him. As they had been standing there, he had not paid as much attention to it as he should. There was much more power now than there had been before. It continued to build around him. That, combined with the fact that they had removed some charms to even get to this point, left him thinking that the Society had to be coming.

      “We need to go quickly,” Jonathan said. “I think we’re about to have some company. I feel something shifting.”

      He pulled some of the enchantments they’d stolen out of his pocket and scanned them. None of them looked like any that he’d used before. He needed time to test them—time that they simply didn’t have right now. He had other enchantments in his pocket, but they were not designed to get through anything like this.

      They weren’t going to succeed.

      “You could try to blow it up?” Elizabeth offered.

      “Enchantments won’t work against this type of magic,” Jonathan said.

      “Then you could try to defuse it? I don’t know. What other sorts of enchantments do you have?”

      Nothing that would work, but he didn’t say it.

      He looked over to Leland, who shook his head.

      “I’m not sure I can do anything,” Leland said. “I can’t unlock enchantments. I can handle locks, but it’s not like I have some El’aras charm ability.”

      Maybe that was all they needed. An El’aras charm.

      Or perhaps an El’aras blade.

      He pulled the dagger back and swung it at the barrier. Jonathan wasn’t sure it would make a difference, but he felt it pierce the barrier. When he stabbed it forward, he twisted the blade. The barrier began to ease away, slipping to either side of the blade, as if something physical was there. Jonathan reached through the protection with his other hand and grabbed the scepter.

      The object was heavy, certainly heavier than it looked. There wasn’t anything about it that felt magical either. He looked around the room, but all the protections here were obviously designed to conceal the scepter and keep it protected from anyone who broke in and tried to take it. This suggested that the scepter was important, but why would it be important to the Society if there was no magic within it?

      Could it be that it was simply valuable?

      That didn’t fit with what he knew of the Sorcerers’ Society. They were never concerned about such things, and they had plenty of ways to generate their own wealth.

      But there wasn’t anything else here. It had to be the scepter.

      He reached into his pocket, pulled out Heziah’s marker, and held it up. It hadn’t changed since the last time they’d seen it. On it was a scepter—one that looked much like the one he now held. This was what Heziah chased.

      “Looks like we have what we need,” Jonathan said. “Now it’s time to go.”

      “What does it do?” Elizabeth asked, looking over his shoulder at the marker.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Why would he want it, then?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Why would they hold it in this room?”

      Jonathan looked at Elizabeth. “That’s a good question, and another one that I don’t have the answer to but wish I did. We should get moving.”

      He motioned for the door. When they reached it, he paused and held his hand out, and he could feel a hint of energy. There was nothing other than that ongoing sense of pressure, nothing that suggested he should worry about the source of it.

      He glanced back at the other two. “I think we’re—”

      Magic surged. It came from a sorcerer beyond where he could see, and Jonathan jerked his head back. He raised the El’aras dagger in front of him, and he swept it out toward the source of magic. As he did, he didn’t feel anything more. He swung it at the door again, trying to be ready for whatever might be trying to squeeze through and attack them, but Jonathan didn’t feel anything else. Only that sense of power.

      He braced himself, then turned and glanced over to Elizabeth and Leland. “Be ready.”

      “What exactly do you think will be here?” Elizabeth said.

      “One or more sorcerers planning on stopping us,” Jonathan replied. “We have your facade, Leland’s ability with locks, and my handful of enchantments. So not a great plan, I realize.”

      “You know, when I started working with the Dragon, I thought I was going to get a master class in thieving. It’s been anything but that,” she muttered.

      Jonathan snorted. “I know. This is quite different than what I used to do. I’m sorry I can’t be the Dragon for you.”

      “I like it. The jobs. The danger. At least, I do now.” She glanced over to Leland, then to Jonathan. “And I like the company. I like my team.” She grinned at them. “We have to keep us together, which means you have to get us out of here, Dragon.”

      Jonathan had promised to protect her. He wanted to, but he had failed. Heziah had captured her and put her in danger. Jonathan wanted to ensure her safety, but increasingly, he wondered whether he could.

      But he would try.

      He was the Dragon. He had an idea about what they needed to do in order to stop Heziah, and he believed that he could complete the job—it just involved a bit more danger than he was prepared for. Well, more than what he had been prepared for. To protect his team, he would do it.

      Jonathan squeezed the El’aras dagger, holding on to it as he readied himself to see what they might find. He pulled open the door and waited. Jonathan tensed as he felt a hint of energy. Even as he felt that power out there, though, he wasn’t sure what the source of it was.

      “What’s going on?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t know. I can feel something here, but I don’t know what it is.”

      Another buildup of energy began to form. Jonathan could feel the way it surged, the pressure that flowed from it, and he tried to determine where it was coming from. Even as he did, there were no answers. Whatever was out there was potent, and it seemed to be growing stronger the longer he focused on it.

      Jonathan stepped forward, sweeping the El’aras dagger up. The blade carved through power, and he stepped through the doorway.

      Five sorcerers waited. Each was dressed in the dark maroon robes of the Society. They didn’t seem surprised to see him, and all five of them twisted their hands in patterns that Jonathan knew would eventually lead to an explosion of magic. Not that he needed to see their hands move in order to recognize that they prepared for such a thing. He could feel a burning cold along his skin as the magic built.

      Jonathan did the only thing he could think of. He swept the El’aras dagger in a sharp arc.

      The effect was slow and not nearly as quick as he thought it should be, but thankfully, as it carved through that magic, he could feel some increase in energy.

      He unleashed the power. Jonathan then tossed a fistful of defensive enchantments in a circle around them just as he felt the rapid explosion.

      The pressure of the barrier pushed back on the sorcerers. It wouldn’t hold them off for long, but he hoped it would delay them a moment. That might buy them enough time.

      “Elizabeth?” he said, glancing behind him briefly. “Now would be a good time for a facade.”

      He had no idea whether it would even work. Against five sorcerers, it was possible that such a facade wouldn’t make a difference. This hadn’t been part of the plan. Of course, getting into the lower level of the Society was the only part of the plan he had counted on. Beyond that, Jonathan knew they needed to find a way to get out, but that was it. He didn’t know if there would be a way for them to escape. He swept the dagger around again, creating a pattern as he did, and he tried to arc through any power that might be there.

      Elizabeth pressed against him. “I’m holding on to my facade,” she whispered. “I don’t know which way we can get through.”

      Jonathan stared. The five sorcerers were arranged around the doorway. They would have to know they were still here.

      He glanced behind him to Leland. He could see the fear on his face. Leland had only agreed to participate out of a sense of obligation. He hadn’t wanted to be a part of this. More than that, he didn’t deserve to go down for this.

      “I have an idea. I need you to do two things for me,” he said to Elizabeth. He pulled a spent enchantment out of his pocket. “I need you to form the most realistic facade you’ve ever created over this.”

      “Of what?”

      “The scepter.”

      Her eyes widened slightly. “I don’t know—”

      Jonathan touched her on the shoulder. “It’s only a facade. That’s all I’m asking. And all you need to do is make it look just like the scepter. Pour everything you can into it.”

      “You said you had two things you needed me to do.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Well, three. I need a second scepter. And then the last thing involves you staying here with Leland.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes widened even more. She looked past him toward the sorcerers. The defensive enchantments had slowed them enough for her facade to take hold, and he suspected that she was maintaining it with every ounce of energy she had. Over the last few months, Elizabeth had become incredibly powerful, and he knew that she could control a significant facade. Maybe even powerful enough to confuse the sorcerers.

      But not enough to do so indefinitely. That was why he had to act.

      “What are you going to do?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I’m going to draw them away from here.”

      She shook her head. “Jonathan—”

      “We don’t have much time,” he said. “You and Leland stay here, then get back out the way we came in. Do you remember how?”

      She licked her lips as she nodded. She took the spent enchantment, cupped her hands around, and the scepter formed. She used such a powerful and significant facade that he even felt a faint sensation on his skin, which he suspected came from his proximity to her. He took the enchantment from her, the false scepter, and even felt its physical shape.

      “Look at you,” he said. “You’ve begun to perfect it.”

      “This is actually not all that difficult. It’s a matter of creating the—” She smiled at him. “You don’t really care about the details.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I do, but not right now.”

      He looked at the five sorcerers. He was going to have to go through them and then lead them away.

      “Do you think you can at least make it look like there’s one more person with me?” he asked Elizabeth.

      “Maybe?” She shook her head. “It won’t be good. With movement, a facade is only as good as how well I can hold on to it while I’m moving. In this case, I doubt I’m going to be able to create one that looks like I’m moving with you.”

      “I understand. Just do your best.”

      Jonathan grabbed a few enchantments, hurriedly triggered them, and tossed them into the hallway toward the sorcerers. Most of them were simple explosive enchantments that wouldn’t harm them. He didn’t want to kill anyone. If he managed to get out of this, he didn’t need the Society coming after him because of such a foolish reason. If he wasn’t able to escape—or if Elizabeth and Leland couldn’t—he didn’t want them accused of it either.

      One of the enchantments produced a burst of brightness like sunlight, only more concentrated. As it exploded, the hall bloomed with overwhelming light. There was a series of explosions, one after another, bouncing off the walls.

      Jonathan darted forward. He raced through the halls, barreling into one of the sorcerers and knocking several of them down. As he continued to run, he glanced behind him, then tossed another fistful of enchantments in that direction. At first, he wasn’t sure if the sorcerers were going to come after him, and he began to worry about whether they would stay and find Elizabeth and Leland.

      To his relief, they chased him.

      He weaved along the hall. Every so often, he would reach into his pocket, pull out another enchantment, and toss it backward. When each one exploded, he could feel the energy blast behind him. He let that power surge as he tried to throw the sorcerers off.

      Jonathan reached a staircase, and he debated a moment. He had to try something different. From what he’d learned, he suspected the stairs would lead to another safe house, and another place he could escape from.

      He hoped.

      Jonathan raced down the stairs and reached a lower level. He ran along the hallway, pausing at the end of it. He looked behind him again and saw the sorcerers still pursuing. They were moving carefully, and every time he tossed another enchantment at them, they neutralized its effect quickly.

      He had to think that he could keep throwing enchantments at them and delaying their approach, but he didn’t know if he was going to be able to keep them from catching up to him. He had only so many items. It was a good thing they had purchased as many as they had before Heziah had cleaned them out. Without those, Jonathan didn’t want to think about what they would’ve done.

      He sent another enchantment down the hall. When he reached the stairs at the opposite end of the hallway, he hesitated. When he was certain that the sorcerers were still following, he darted up the stairs. At the next landing, he looked but didn’t see any sign of Elizabeth or Leland. The enchantment he triggered created a curling barrier around the staircase, and he thought that maybe he could seal the sorcerers downstairs. All he needed was to delay them.

      Hopefully, he could loop around and catch up with Elizabeth and Leland, and then they could all escape together. He activated another series of barriers using the same enchantment, until it was completely spent. Jonathan threw it behind him.

      He sprinted up the stairs, and as he reached the main level, he thought he saw movement. Jonathan stopped. Maybe it was Elizabeth.

      A surge of magic came toward him.

      Not Elizabeth.

      He hurriedly used another enchantment, this one an explosion of light. Unsurprisingly, given that he was holding an El’aras dagger and wearing a charm, the explosion of light washed over him, not bothering him one bit. But it revealed several other sorcerers. They were staggered throughout the entrance to the Society house.

      They would have no difficulty with any of the enchantments he might send in their direction, but he could distract them. They likely thought this was only a magical attack. By using a physical component as well, he could surprise them. At least, that was his hope.

      When he felt a surge of magic come toward him, he slashed with the El’aras dagger and tried to carve through whatever power they were using on him. The blade swept through the magic. He sprinted in one direction, and sorcerers neared him. Jonathan turned, but still more came after him. He turned again, trying to get to the entrance, but there were too many.

      He triggered another enchantment. Power exploded in a series of pops, almost like explosions that were tamped down and muted. The sorcerers controlled those explosions quickly. They probably knew plenty of ways of disarming enchantments, and it wouldn’t take much now.

      Jonathan swore under his breath. As magic streamed toward him, he slashed at it again with his El’aras blade and just barely managed to keep the attack from getting to him. He spun in place once more, and this time he found another source of magic. He activated several enchantments to create a barrier around him.

      The barrier wouldn’t last long. The magic was slamming into him now in a powerful sequence. Though he had plenty of enchantments, he didn’t have enough to withstand a full torrent of sorcerers. They were going to overwhelm him.

      The only option he had would be to use the El’aras dagger and see if he could cut through their magical attacks, but Jonathan didn’t have much faith in his ability to do so. He could feel the power within the dagger, and he guessed there might be a limit to it. He had already seen how El’aras magic had constraints, and he knew that there would come a time when it would no longer work.

      Jonathan carved again with the El’aras blade. Each time he did, he could feel the magic pressing closer to him.

      He was stuck.

      Here he had thought that getting caught in Vileforn’s vault was bad. He had ended up in prison and had suffered to a certain extent. At least in prison, Jonathan had known there was hope of release. If the sorcerers caught him now, he doubted there would be any possibility of escape or release. They would hold him, likely not turning him over to the king, and exert their own form of punishment on him.

      He had just a handful of enchantments remaining, which might last only another moment. Jonathan tossed them around him, and he triggered them one by one, creating a series of explosions that didn’t affect him because of the El’aras charms.

      They exploded away from him and bought him seconds.

      Then magic came toward him, and Jonathan braced himself.

      Power exploded.

      He was thrown back. He landed in a heap on the ground, and he tried to get up, but he could barely move. It seemed as if some part of him didn’t work the way it should. Everything within him hurt. He pressed up with the El’aras dagger, trying to counter whatever magic they were using on him.

      Jonathan rolled over, and he struggled again to get to his feet but couldn’t. His body didn’t work. Nothing worked. His head rang.

      Bits of dust and debris clung to the air around him. Too much magic had been used.

      He moaned softly, pain working through him.

      Get up.

      Jonathan thought about other jobs he’d taken, other times he’d nearly been captured, and how he’d forced himself to get moving. He had to do the same thing now.

      He couldn’t end up captured. Not here. There would be no prison like the last time.

      But he couldn’t get up. Nothing within him worked.

      “Come on, Jonathan,” a voice said.

      “Matthew?” Jonathan whispered.

      “Get up.”

      Jonathan took his hand, and Matthew pulled him to his feet.

      He slowly looked around. All the sorcerers were down.

      “What did you do to them?”

      Matthew shook his head. “I didn’t do anything to them.”

      “Then what happened?” Jonathan said.

      Matthew held out his hand, and several enchantments rested in his palm. They were similar to ones that Jonathan had seen before, though he could tell that the potency of the enchantments was far greater. He suspected it had something to do with the fact that Matthew was the one using them, but he didn’t know with any certainty.

      “What are those?” Jonathan asked.

      “My backup plan. You aren’t the only one who makes plans, Jonathan Aguelon.”

      “Where did you get them? Not from the shop we visited.”

      Matthew smirked. “I figured he wasn’t going to miss them.”

      Jonathan followed Matthew out of the Society, shaking his head. “He’s going to know you broke in.”

      “That sorcerer isn’t going to report it to anyone. He made enchantments like this, and he made the others, along with—”

      Jonathan grabbed Matthew’s arm and turned him toward him. “Along with what?”

      Matthew shrugged. “Along with another couple hundred enchantments.”

      “A couple hundred?”

      “He was much better stocked than he led us to believe.”

      Jonathan whistled softly. “That scheming sorcerer.”

      “Are you mad because he kept something from you or because he bested you in the negotiation?” Matthew said.

      “Can’t it be both?”

      Matthew chuckled as they started across the street, and another surge of magic built. Jonathan tensed and glanced over to the Society house, but he realized that the power wasn’t coming from there. It was coming from somewhere along the street.

      The power he detected was significant. Potent.

      And he didn’t know whether he would be able to resist it.

      “What is it?” Matthew whispered.

      “I think Heziah is here.”
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      Matthew slipped something into Jonathan’s hand. Jonathan glanced down briefly, realizing that Matthew had handed him several El’aras charms. Jonathan put on the bracelet and two rings, but he still didn’t feel as well protected as he needed to be.

      “I wish I had another sword,” he muttered.

      “You and me both,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan took a deep breath, trying to brace for whatever they would be dealing with, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he looked down at the scepter in hand. Throughout the fight, he hadn’t lost it. He had nearly done so, though.

      “What are we going to do with it?” Matthew asked.

      “Well, I can’t give it to him, can I?”

      “No. Not Heziah,” Matthew said softly.

      They moved forward, and a tingling sensation prickled Jonathan’s skin. He rubbed his arms and swept his gaze around him, but he didn’t see anything. They had planned to make a swap, but he wasn’t sure they would be able to do that.

      A burst of cold washed over him. The force of it was powerful enough that Jonathan could scarcely move—or breathe. It reminded him of what Jayna had done when she’d used her overwhelming surge of magic around him. This amount of magic was so much that he wondered if he could even deal with anything like it.

      Heziah approached. He was alone, but Jonathan doubted that he was truly alone. Knowing Heziah, he probably had others watching in the shadows to make sure he was protected. Jonathan didn’t know what kind of men Heziah would hire, but he believed that Heziah probably had some thugs to keep him safe.

      Jonathan looked over to Matthew. “Well?”

      “Let’s do this,” Matthew said.

      They walked toward Heziah.

      Heziah glanced at the scepter in Jonathan’s hands. “Jonathan Dragon, successful at the impossible. You have truly earned your name, have you not?”

      Jonathan flicked his gaze along the street, looking for any sign of additional attackers, but he saw nothing. “How many men do you have with you?”

      Heziah pushed down his hood and smirked. “How many do you think I need? I figured your friend Matthew would’ve scouted the street by now.”

      “Matthew was with me.”

      “He was not. I believe you did the job with the other two, surprisingly enough. You took a unique approach, which, again, I was intrigued by. I thought you would have found a direct way to do it. I certainly gave you enough help.”

      Heziah’s eyes darted to the charms that Jonathan wore. Had he been responsible for the El’aras items? Gods, had they fallen into another trap? More importantly, Heziah had known how they’d pulled the job. Jonathan hadn’t thought that anybody had followed them into the Society house given the circuitous route they had taken, but if anybody would’ve been able to, it was Heziah.

      “Where are they?” Heziah asked.

      “They didn’t make it out,” Jonathan said, trying to sound remorseful.

      “That doesn’t sound like the Dragon. I don’t believe that you would leave any of your people behind. So perhaps you have not lived up to your nickname.”

      “I wouldn’t leave anyone behind,” Jonathan said, letting anger fill his voice. When it came to Heziah, the anger was real. There wasn’t anything he could do about it. He felt impotent when it came to carrying out any sort of vengeance. And now that he had learned that Heziah might have been responsible for their learning about the El’aras charms, he felt even more like he could do nothing.

      “How were they captured?” Heziah asked. He glanced over to the Society house, though Jonathan still had the feeling that Heziah was watching him, as if trying to determine how much Jonathan would share.

      It was almost enough to make Jonathan smile. He didn’t mind Heziah’s distrust. He needed to find an opening, though he wasn’t sure what he was looking for. He had to delay, to buy himself some time. And if Heziah saw Elizabeth and Leland leave the Society, he might go after them.

      Jonathan still had to find a way to protect them.

      “Didn’t you hear the explosions?” Jonathan asked.

      Heziah turned toward him, almost lazily. “I didn’t need to hear them. I felt them.”

      “Then you should know what happened.”

      There was something strange about the way Heziah regarded Jonathan, yet he wasn’t entirely sure what it was. Could it be possible that Heziah didn’t know about the El’aras jewelry? Maybe it wasn’t him. Perhaps they could still mask the magic. That was all Jonathan needed to do to give the others a chance to sneak out.

      “I did feel considerable magic,” Heziah said. “I wasn’t expecting for you to make it out, but then again, you are the Dragon. I suppose that if anybody could escape the Society house, it would be you.”

      Jonathan smirked. “I should take that as a compliment.”

      “Take it as you want.”

      Jonathan held the scepter up. Heziah had been eyeing it this whole time.

      “What is this?” Jonathan asked.

      “Something that does not matter to you.”

      “You had me break into the Society. I think I deserve an answer.”

      Heziah scoffed. “You deserve what I’m willing to share with you.”

      “That’s how it is?” Jonathan said. “All I want is to know what this is.”

      Heziah glowered at him. Then he lunged.

      Jonathan—and, more importantly, Matthew—had anticipated that.

      Matthew hurriedly triggered his enchantments, setting off barriers all along the street that separated them from Heziah. Multiple layers formed in between them. Heziah pressed his hands against the thick barrier, frowning in concentration as he tried to rip through the enchantments.

      “You will find that we have prepared these enchantments well enough even for you,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah’s brow darkened. “Do you think you can hold this long enough to escape from me? Do you think you can stay ahead of me? Once I come after you, I will—”

      Jonathan held up the scepter. “All I want is to know what this is. Then you can have it.”

      “What will that change?” Heziah said, glaring.

      “It will change—”

      Somebody attacked the barrier behind them. Matthew spun, unsheathed his sword in a fluid movement, and sliced through a burst of enchanted magic. The man coming at them had dark eyes and olive skin, and he was dressed in black. He moved stealthily and seemed to be holding several different enchantments.

      But he had to face Matthew.

      Matthew lunged forward with a sudden speed and fluidity that was incredible. He slashed his sword and carved through the man’s chest, leaving a gaping wound. The man gasped and dropped a handful of items.

      Jonathan strode over to him and scooped the enchantments up, but they began to disintegrate in his hand.

      He turned to Heziah. “I presume you made these?”

      Heziah glanced briefly to the fallen man before turning to Matthew. “I am surprised you have decided to operate so openly. There are more and more like you these days,” he said, irritation flooding his voice.

      “There’s nothing open about what I’ve done,” Matthew said.

      “I’m also surprised you would risk the king discovering that he has El’aras within his borders.”

      Jonathan held the scepter and tapped it against one hand. “He isn’t El’aras. At least, the El’aras don’t consider him to be one of them, and that is all that matters.”

      “Hand it over, and this can all be done,” Heziah said.

      “Until you share with us what we’re dealing with, this won’t be over. Just tell me why you had me take and why it was so important that I be the one to go after it, not you.”

      Heziah growled. “Fine. It is the Scepter of Liandar.”

      Matthew stiffened. Jonathan glanced over to him, but he just shook his head slightly.

      “Is that supposed to mean something to me?” Jonathan asked Heziah.

      Heziah shrugged. “No. It shouldn’t. The scepter is inert. There are some who fear that it might still have some magical qualities, but unfortunately, as I’m sure you have ascertained, there is nothing remaining of the scepter that carries any magic. It is, as I said, inert. It is a relic of a time long gone.”

      “If it’s inert, then why do you care about it?”

      “Consider me curious,” Heziah said. “I’m someone who likes to understand items from the past. It is simply the curse of someone like myself, a sorcerer of some power.”

      What Matthew had claimed about Heziah came back to Jonathan, and he knew that it was not simply a matter of his sorcery. Heziah was something else. Perhaps something worse. That was what they had to be careful with now.

      “Why?” Jonathan asked. He needed to buy time.

      “Partly because of the jewel, as there aren’t many like it.”

      Jonathan eyed the jewel on the end of the scepter. There was no doubt that it was valuable. Then again, it was probably the least valuable part of it, especially if there was still something magical to it.

      “And what is the other part?” Jonathan asked.

      “My curiosity.” Heziah flashed a wicked smile. “Even though it’s inert, the Society still views it as important, which tells me that there is something about it that must be studied. I have decided to be the one to do the studying.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s all that should matter to you, Jonathan Aguelon.”

      There came another surge of magic. It was faint, but it was enough for Jonathan to recognize that it was moving near him. He glanced over to Matthew and nodded. Another man dressed in black started to creep toward them with enchantments in hand. Matthew slashed at the magic coming from him, then quickly cut him down.

      Jonathan turned his attention back to Heziah. “I don’t know how many more of these men you have with you, but we both know they won’t pose a danger to Matthew.”

      Enchantments began to explode around him. He could feel the magic outside the barrier.

      Jonathan looked back at Heziah. Amusement glittered in the sorcerer’s eyes.

      “You were saying?” Heziah said.

      “I thought you wanted the scepter, but this was never about me getting it for you. This was about me.”

      Heziah smiled darkly. “I don’t forget.”

      “No?” Jonathan said with a smirk. “But you did make a mistake.”

      “What mistake was that?”

      “Telling me your weakness.” Jonathan nodded. “You see, back when you were working with us, you admitted that you were not particularly fond of certain things. I take it as my responsibility to get to know my team, especially people who are new to me. Since you were new to the team, I went looking for information, to better understand how you might—”

      “Get on with it,” Matthew snapped.

      “I’m getting to it,” Jonathan said, then turned back to Heziah. “What you said was that you struggled when you were first learning magic with a particular aspect. Then I remembered something my sister had told me. Struggles during the first stages of magic are often the same struggles with later stages of magic.” Jonathan looked at Matthew. “Do it.”

      Matthew disappeared into the darkness.

      Jonathan eyed Heziah again. “It’s just the two of us now. Is there anything you want to say?”

      Heziah watched him. “In a few moments, when your friend fails, my people will converge upon you. Your enchantments will fade, and then I will have the item.”

      “I never intended to keep it from you.”

      Heziah hesitated. “You did not?”

      Jonathan grinned. He took the scepter and flicked it toward the barrier. It parted the magic, rolling through it and coming to rest at Heziah’s feet.

      Heziah grabbed it and held it up. “How is this a weakness?”

      “It’s not,” Jonathan said. “Anyway, there you go. The job is over. Take your scepter and leave me.”

      Another explosion sounded, and then another, and then another. They came rapidly, and Heziah turned in place, circling as he focused on Jonathan.

      “Oh,” Jonathan said. “I suppose you thought I was working on my own. I did ask the Society to help.”

      Heziah’s eyes narrowed. “You would not have.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Are you willing to take a gamble on the possibility that I wouldn’t have asked for the Society’s help? Perhaps you think you can overpower several sorcerers. You have made it quite clear that you are so strong,” Jonathan said, adding a note of mockery to his voice, “but what about a half dozen? A dozen? More than that?” He paused. “My sister?”

      The explosions continued to crackle, more and more slamming toward Heziah. He used a barrier of his own, but Jonathan saw the hesitation in his eyes. It brought a smile to Jonathan’s face.

      “This isn’t over, Aguelon,” Heziah said.

      “Oh, yes it is.”

      Heziah stretched his hands out. With a burst of white light, he was gone. Explosions continued to thunder, before finally beginning to ease. When they did, Jonathan stepped away.

      The facade shielded Matthew, along with Elizabeth.

      “He’s gone?” Matthew asked.

      “He’s gone,” Jonathan replied.

      “And will the Society go after him?”

      Jonathan frowned, glancing toward the Society house. “I hope so. The enchantments we exploded were merely to draw their attention. Once they realize that the scepter is gone”—he had made certain to leave a particular trigger inside to get them to notice its absence—“they will go after it, as well as the one responsible for it.”

      “And then what?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Oh, I don’t think we have to worry about him.”

      “Why not?” Leland asked, striding out of the darkness.

      “Because I really did know his weakness.”
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      When Jonathan stepped into Vileforn’s palace, he started toward the small figure crouched on the ground in front of the hearth before realizing it wasn’t Elizabeth.

      “Jayna,” he said. “Why am I not surprised to find you here?”

      His sister looked up and pushed the hood of her black cloak back. A bit of smoke swirled around her, something he had seen frequently in his interactions with her. He wondered if that was the power she had claimed she’d been dabbling in. He didn’t expect her to tell him or share anything about what she was involved in, but maybe it was good that she was here.

      “Did you take it for him?” she said.

      He regarded her for a long moment, and his mind worked through what he had experienced. He’d been used by his sister before, but he hadn’t expected her to use him again. In fact, this time, she’d tried to talk him out of the job. Still, she also didn’t look altogether surprised.

      “You wanted me to take it, didn’t you?” Jonathan asked.

      Jayna got to her feet, and she glanced past him to Matthew. Matthew had one hand on the hilt of his sword, and he stood ready. Leland was behind Matthew, avoiding her gaze.

      Jonathan coughed, and Jayna looked back toward him. “Well?”

      “What makes you think that I wanted you to do anything?” she said.

      “Only because you seem so motivated to tell me not to do anything. Then, all of a sudden, we had access to other items. Ones that led to our success.”

      He had started to think that Heziah might have been responsible for the El’aras items, but now he wasn’t as certain. It made as much sense for it to have been Jayna as it did for it to have been Heziah, especially given that she was here waiting for him after he had just completed the job.

      “Why do you think it was me?” Jayna said.

      Jonathan crossed his arms. “It wasn’t you?”

      Could he be wrong? No. Jonathan watched his sister, and though he didn’t know her the way he once had, he recognized the hint of a smirk and the slight edge to her that suggested she knew all about this.

      “I didn’t want you to break into the Society house,” she said. “It couldn’t be done.”

      “Apparently, it can,” Jonathan said. He headed into the room and took a seat, motioning for her to sit across the table from him. Jayna joined him, and she sat tense, her hands clasped in her lap. “If you didn’t want us to do the job, then why are you here?”

      “Because I knew that somebody broke into the Society.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes,” Jayna said. “I can feel when that kind of magic is used.”

      “And what kind of magic is that?” Jonathan asked.

      “The kind you used tonight.” She nodded to him. “You have enchantments on you now.”

      “You can detect them?”

      Jayna shrugged. “That is one of my talents.”

      Jonathan flicked his gaze to Matthew, then back to his sister. She knew about him, then. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “I’m not trying to surprise you. I’m simply telling you,” she said.

      “Fine. I went into the Society house.”

      “How many sorcerers did you kill?” She asked the question softly, dangerously. Magic tingled along his skin, and Jonathan had a sense that if he answered this wrong, not only would his sister be angry with him, but there would be consequences.

      “None,” he said.

      She glanced over to Matthew. “None?”

      Jonathan leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “None. Why would we have killed any sorcerers?”

      “To get in and out of the Society house, there would be—”

      “We didn’t kill any,” Jonathan repeated. “I know better than to do anything like that. I value my freedom far too much.”

      She arched a brow at him. “I felt the nature of that magic.”

      “A distraction. Nothing else.”

      “That wasn’t the kind of magic used for distractions. I know it too well.”

      Was she talking about the kind of enchantment he had used, or the kind Matthew had used? Jonathan suspected that Matthew had added some aspect of his own ability into the enchantment, though he couldn’t be certain. It was the only explanation that made sense given how powerful those enchantments had seemed when Matthew had saved him from the sorcerers.

      “How is it that you know that kind of magic?” Jonathan asked her.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Jayna said, studying him. “You really didn’t kill any sorcerers?”

      The front door opened and closed quickly. Jonathan glanced behind him. Elizabeth entered, a frown on her face.

      Jonathan looked over to Matthew for just a moment, his mind racing, before he turned his attention back to his sister. “We got into the Society house. We found the scepter, but then it was returned to the Society.” He smiled, spreading his hands. “If you don’t believe me, then I would suggest you go back to the Society yourself. You will find that the item was returned.”

      “You took it,” she said.

      “I did. I didn’t know what it was. Still don’t, to be honest. All I knew was that Heziah wanted it. He claims he wanted it for the jewel, though I’m not completely convinced that’s what he wanted it for. He said that it was inert and that the Society sorcerers were simply studying it. He wanted an opportunity to study it himself.”

      “He would,” she said softly.

      “Is it inert?”

      “As far as we can tell.”

      “What is it?” Jonathan asked.

      “A relic from a war.”

      “A war, or the war?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Jayna said, getting to her feet. “I will check in with the Society. If you’re lying to me and the scepter hasn’t been returned, then I will come back, Jonathan. Just because you’re my brother doesn’t mean that I am going to overlook this.” She started toward the door.

      “Jayna?” Jonathan said.

      She turned back to him. “What is it?”

      “Does the Society have any interest in capturing Heziah?”

      She frowned. “It’s not so much the Society that’s after Heziah as it is others.”

      “Because he’s a Toral?” Jonathan said. He wasn’t entirely certain what that was, only that it meant some greater power. There had to be a reason why Heziah was as powerful as he was.

      “Where did you hear that term?” Jayna asked.

      He watched her. “Are you one as well?”

      She looked down at her hands, toward the ring he had seen her wearing ever since he’d been released from prison, then back up at him. “Something like that, but not exactly. Most Toral serve a person of considerable power who chases a dangerous, dark magic. That is not me.”

      Jonathan again noted the smoke that swirled around her. She didn’t chase dark magic? There had to be some reason for that smoke, especially considering how often he had seen it around her lately.

      “If you knew, why didn’t you go after him?” he asked.

      “Because I haven’t been entirely sure what he’s been after. Heziah doesn’t pose much of a threat to me.” She said it so dismissively that it actually took Jonathan off guard. Heziah was powerful, but if Jayna did not worry about him, then how powerful was she? “I hadn’t realized that he was after the scepter. To be honest, I hadn’t known he was even aware of it. But it fits. Now I need to find who he’s serving so I can chase them down.” There was a hardness in her voice as she said it.

      Jonathan really did not know his sister as well as he thought. “You’re going after the one he serves?” He had a hard time understanding what his sister was doing, but he wanted to know.

      “I am tasked with removing users of dark magic, Jonathan. I’m good at it. That’s why I’m here in the city, but I don’t plan on staying long. Since you were freed, I have lingered a little longer than I anticipated, but now that you have dealt with Heziah—”

      “He’s not completely dealt with, though. I have something that might help, although I doubt that I’m going to be able to handle him. All you have to do is track him.”

      “Unfortunately, that is something even I cannot do,” she said.

      Jonathan smiled. “Maybe you do still need your big brother, Jayna. All you have to do is test for an enchantment.”

      “Heziah has a unique signature. He does not reveal the kind of enchantment he might use.”

      “I’m sure.” Jonathan had seen Heziah’s control over enchantments, even from a distance. With that level of control, they would be impossible for anyone else to track.

      “How would you propose I follow him, then?” Jayna asked.

      “Would you recognize your own signature?”

      “I would,” she said carefully.

      “Then follow it,” he said. “I suggest you do so quickly. There may not be much time.”

      “My own?”

      Jonathan nodded. “Exactly.”

      She frowned at him for a moment before turning. When she reached the door, she spoke without looking over her shoulder. “After I am done, I will return to the Society. I had better find the scepter still there.”

      Jonathan waved his hand. Jayna stepped out into the night and closed the door behind her.

      After she was gone, Matthew took a seat in the chair Jayna had been sitting in. “You intended to send her after Heziah.”

      Jonathan looked up. “He wasn’t able to detect her enchantments.”

      “What?”

      “Think of what we had when we were breaking into this place, when it was Vileforn’s home. Heziah couldn’t use her enchantments. He won’t even know that it has magic. If it still does.”

      “You gave him one of her enchantments,” Matthew said.

      “I told him I was attacking him with it. He pocketed it, thinking it was nothing. Unfortunately for him, that enchantment places a specific pattern upon the bearer when it’s triggered.”

      “And when she tracks him with it…”

      Jonathan nodded. “I can only hope it gives us a chance. Knowing what I do about Jayna—along with what I don’t know,” he added, thinking of her comments and what she probably had not yet shared with him, “I don’t think we have to worry about Heziah for a while.”

      “Or at all,” Matthew said, shaking his head.

      Jonathan frowned. “I’m not so sure about that. The Society—or Jayna—might hold him, but he is a sorcerer. And a Toral, whatever that is. He is powerful, and power often buys privilege. Knowing Heziah, he likely has some plan in place to turn that privilege to his benefit. We won’t be able to stay here forever.” He looked over to Elizabeth and Leland, who had come further into the room. “Thankfully, we now have another supply of jewels.”

      “What should we do?” Elizabeth whispered.

      “You can come with me,” Leland said. “I don’t know if you want to, but I’m sure you could stay with my mother and me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I could make sure that you are safe until we know better,” Leland said.

      Elizabeth watched him for a moment, then she laughed. “I thought you said you lived in some terrible small town.”

      “I do. Having you there might make it bearable.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we might be able to find a few jobs to take,” Leland said.

      Matthew grunted. “Look at what you started, Jonathan.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I think it’s good. We need more skilled people like them.”

      “I still can’t believe you gave up the scepter.”

      “What?” Elizabeth said. “Gave it up?”

      “Quiet,” Jonathan said to her.

      Matthew sat up and looked between the two of them. “What is this?”

      Jonathan grinned. “Well, I wasn’t about to allow Heziah to have the scepter. If something were to happen to me, I wanted to make sure that we kept it from him, if only so that it allowed you to bargain for your safety.”

      “How?”

      “Elizabeth has been practicing her facades. She has incredible talent with them. When I saw what she was capable of doing, I asked her to create a replica of the scepter.”

      Matthew frowned. “The scepter you had—”

      “Was a fake.”

      “Then where is the real Scepter of Liandar?”

      “Here,” Elizabeth said, pulling the scepter out and handing it to Matthew.

      Matthew held it, and the scepter started to glow softly, a red light coming from the crystal on the end. “I can’t believe it,” he whispered.

      “What are you going to do with it?” Jonathan asked.

      Matthew shook his head. “It doesn’t belong here.”

      “You intend to get it back to the El’aras?” Jonathan hadn’t been certain of the scepter’s origin, but the fact that it was said to be inert suggested its true origin.

      Matthew looked up. “It should go back to them. It belongs to them.”

      “I trust that you will know how to do that? That is, if it’s not too dangerous for you now that we’ve taken a few of their charms.”

      Matthew stared at the scepter. “I still have a few contacts with them.”

      “What is it, exactly?” Elizabeth asked.

      “It’s an item of power,” Matthew explained. “One that the El’aras believed was gifted to them by Liandar.”

      Elizabeth frowned. “Who is Liandar?”

      “One of their gods.” Matthew ran his hand along the scepter.

      Something else religious. That couldn’t be coincidence. Liandar. Lady Serene. What else had they been hired to retrieve that had some sort of religious significance?

      They hadn’t been able to find the priest again, though they had looked. So who was really hiring them?

      Another question tickled the back of Jonathan’s mind. What if the man hadn’t been a priest at all?

      There had been that facade he’d seen early on when trying to find Grayson—a facade Jonathan remained convinced had been there, even though there’d been no proof otherwise. If someone was powerful enough to create an illusion like that over an entire area of the city—to the point where they could mimic dogs frolicking around, children chasing a ball, and everything else they had seen—then who was to say that same person couldn’t create a facade over themselves?

      What if Grayson was somehow behind all of this?

      But if so, why hadn’t he come to Jonathan?

      Jonathan let out a frustrated sigh. “We still have to figure out who helped us.”

      Matthew looked up. “Helped us?”

      Jonathan nodded. “It’s not a coincidence that we were tasked with acquiring El’aras items that then helped us acquire another El’aras item. It might’ve been my sister, but now I’m starting to wonder if it wasn’t someone else. Not Heziah.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “Just that there is more afoot than simply us dealing with Heziah,” Jonathan said.

      “There’s always more to it,” Matthew muttered.

      “In this case, I think it’s something different. If it has to do with the El’aras, then we have to try to understand who has involved us, what role they have in mind for us, and why.”

      “Maybe it’s nothing,” Leland said.

      Jonathan looked over to him. “I hope so, but I have my doubts.”

      “When I return the scepter, I will look into it,” Matthew said.

      “What are you going to do?” Elizabeth asked Jonathan. “If I’m getting out of the city and going with Leland, what about you?”

      Jonathan smiled. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll take my cut of the jewels, disappear for a while, and find a nice woman to settle down with.”

      “Do you even know how to do any of that?”

      Jonathan frowned at her.

      Elizabeth chuckled. “I’m just saying that you have a hard time letting go.”

      “You’re right,” he said, looking at the trunk that sat in the side of the room. “Maybe that’s exactly what I need to do.”

      “What is?” Matthew asked.

      “Let go,” Jonathan said. “That’s what I should do. Besides, until we know what Heziah might do, it would be best if we weren’t here.” He swept his gaze around at the others. “None of us. Of course, if any of you ever need each other, I hope that we are all willing to help.”

      Everyone nodded but Matthew. He kept his gaze fixed on the scepter, an unreadable expression in his eyes.

      “Matthew?” Jonathan said.

      “Hmm?”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?” Matthew asked.

      Jonathan stared at him before shaking his head.

      Maybe it really was time for him to leave Ishan for a while. They had stopped Heziah. If somebody else intended to use him, his best bet was to get out of the city. Only, Jonathan had a sneaking suspicion that even that wouldn’t be enough. It never had been.
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      Grab the next book in The Dragon Rogues: The Shielded Past
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      A job pits Jonathan and his team against Heziah, where they finally find a way to fully rid themselves of him. Now jailed, Heziah is no longer a threat. The team can finally relax—and Jonathan can retire with his newfound wealth.

      When word comes that Jayna has gone missing, Jonathan knows there’s one more job he needs to pull if he wants to save his sister. She’s powerful, but she might have gotten herself involved in something beyond even her considerable talents.

      This time, it’s not a heist but a rescue. Even with his team’s growing skill, Jonathan doubts they’ll be enough.

      To pull it off, he’ll need the help of an enemy if he wants to succeed.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Scepter Heist. 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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