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      It was the time of day that Jonathan always appreciated, the time when he had first come to be known as the Dragon, and he felt a part of the night—a part of the quiet of the city, little more than a whisper of wind sweeping along familiar streets. Occasional wisps of fog and shadow mixed together, providing places to conceal his passing, and a trace of strange energy filled the air. Not all of it was magical energy, though some of it was. As Jonathan made his way through the streets, he did feel some magical presence, but what he detected was minor.

      Thankfully, the streets were empty. They had passed a small gathering leaving the tavern a few streets back but had quickly moved away from it. In this part of the city, the streets were narrow enough that no carts would be able to pass through here during the daytime, and the homes lining their route were darkened. It made it easier for them to navigate unseen. A subtle stench hung in the air, an undercurrent of rot that Jonathan had not fully grown accustomed to since returning to the city.

      He glanced behind him to make sure that the others were still there and was not disappointed. Not that he had expected to be. Matthew would have stayed with him, and thankfully, he didn’t have his sword unsheathed, ready for a fight at any moment. Leland stayed close to Matthew, his hair now cut short, his clothing fitted and befitting somebody with the wealth that they all possessed, though there was still something haggard about the man.

      And then there was Elizabeth. Wearing pants and a jacket cut in the popular style, though muted so she didn’t stand out too much, she strode forward as if she owned the streets. That brought a smile to Jonathan’s face, or would have if he hadn’t been worried about her getting caught up in the same kinds of things that he had when he had been younger.

      “Any issues with your facade?”

      Elizabeth glanced over, her golden hair tied back with a length of blue silk. It was the only flash of color she allowed herself. “I’m doing fine with it, Jonathan. You don’t have to worry about me doing my part.”

      “He’s always going to worry,” Matthew muttered, keeping his voice low.

      None of them knew if they needed to keep their voices down, as none of them was certain if Elizabeth could maintain a muting through the facade, though Jonathan had increasingly suspected that she had discovered the key to keeping sound from passing through. They had tested it, and it had seemed to be effective, but once they started moving—especially at any sort of pace—there was always the possibility that it would fail. This was Elizabeth, though, and Jonathan had seen how capable she had become, and he didn’t want to accuse her of anything that would make her think that he didn’t trust her ability with facades, but he also knew that they needed to be cautious.

      “I’m just asking the same questions I ask every time,” Jonathan said.

      Elizabeth grunted softly, and she twisted a bracelet she had on one wrist, which was made of a silver metal, with faint markings that Jonathan could not quite make out. He had no magical sense from that bracelet, though it was an enchantment, and a powerful one at that.

      “We haven’t been taking many jobs, so I don’t know that you can make that claim,” Elizabeth said.

      “Quiet,” Matthew whispered. “We’re getting closer to the target.”

      Everybody fell silent, and there was a seriousness to the procession that Jonathan appreciated. But Elizabeth was right. They had not been taking many jobs together lately. Mostly that was out of a lack of need, primarily because the last job they had done had ensured their wealth, but it was also because they didn’t want to draw any additional notice to themselves. Not only from Heziah—though the sorcerer had gone quiet, and Jonathan wasn’t even convinced that he was still in the city, but Matthew remained concerned about it—but also from those within the Society, like Jonathan’s sister.

      This was a job they had needed to take, though. When word of an El’aras artifact came to them—well, to Matthew—they had all agreed to go after it. Not for the money, though they would be paid for the job, but to figure out why the El’aras artifacts were coming through the city.

      Matthew slipped forward first, and Elizabeth kept pace with him, holding the facade around him, using her control over it to ensure that he was completely concealed inside the facade. Jonathan and Leland trailed behind. Matthew had a small, pointed object in one hand, and he held it tightly, his knuckles whitening as he squeezed it, as if he were trying to press all the power out of the enchantment.

      “Anything?” Jonathan whispered.

      “If your source is right—”

      “It’s our source,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew nodded, and he took another step forward. They were moving slowly now.

      The facade was invisible from their direction. The buildings were all double story here, many of them with storefronts on the lower level, though some were multiunit houses. Many of them had not been well maintained over the years, and paint had faded, and a few windows were missing and had been boarded over, shutters having cracked and fallen. None had the gardens that were found in nicer sections of the city, though none had yards either. A few carried the feel of ancient structures, made out of stone rather than the wood that most of these buildings were built from, and they had a few sculptures in the stone that drew his attention briefly.

      It was late, and there was no one else out on the street. If there were, no one would see anything other than a possible blurring of magic, but even with that, Elizabeth was so skilled with her facade that it would be nearly impossible for anybody else to notice that they were passing through here. She had grown so competent that Jonathan knew there were very few people who would even be able to detect any presence of her facade.

      Matthew pointed.

      They followed him, and now that Elizabeth stayed close to his shoulder, she gripped the bracelet with her free hand while holding the other one out in front as if she was bracing herself. Jonathan didn’t think that posture was necessary for what she was doing, but he suspected that the effort of trying to work through the resistance of the El’aras charm on her wrist made it so that she felt like she needed to use some sort of bracing, if only so that she could fight through it.

      “Are you holding it—”

      “I’m holding it just fine,” she said, her jaw clenched slightly. “I’ve gotten used to working through this. It just takes more concentration. And since we’re getting close to where we are going to take the next step in the job, I figured that I should concentrate. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like fewer distractions.”

      Jonathan smiled to himself. She was different from the young girl that she had been when he had first brought her into their team, and now she carried a confidence that he appreciated. It was a confidence that they would need with all that they were doing.

      Matthew slipped forward, one hand near the hilt of his sword. When they reached the simple storefront, he paused. He swept his gaze back and forth along the street before settling it once more on the building. There wasn’t much here to identify it as anything of importance, other than the fact that Jonathan had a distinct sense of magical power from inside. He felt nothing from Elizabeth, though that was her El’aras charm taking away his ability to detect anything. And he didn’t feel anything from Matthew, but he had his own El’aras connection, and so there was no need for that. Leland wasn’t using his abilities now, so Jonathan knew that what he felt came from the other side.

      “Something’s in there,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew swung his gaze around. “You feel something?”

      “I don’t know what it is, but there’s power inside.”

      “Maybe this is the wrong place, then.”

      “They could be using standard enchantments to protect it,” Jonathan said.

      “Or they could just be trying to hide it from us,” Elizabeth said.

      “I don’t know.” Matthew paused, straightening as he swept his gaze around him. “We have to be on edge for the possibility of a trap. I think this is right, as everything that we’ve heard has suggested this is where we need to be, but maybe it is a trap.”

      “Do you want to go back?” Jonathan asked.

      He knew the answer to this, but he wanted the others to hear, mostly so that there was no question about what they were doing, and no question about why they were doing it.

      Matthew shook his head. “No. I don’t want to go back. Besides, if we do, we run the risk of missing out on this. Someone’s going to notice that we came through here. Once they do, this gets moved, and we lose our chance.”

      Jonathan held Matthew’s gaze.

      He understood the complexity of this operation, much like he understood the reason Matthew wanted to keep moving, but he also didn’t want the others to risk themselves if the reward wasn’t going to be worthwhile. And in this case, the reward was mostly in what Matthew might find—and be able to use.

      “What do you mean, they will notice that we came through here?” Leland asked.

      Jonathan leaned forward, looking at the door. He didn’t see any sign of enchantments worked into the simple, faded oak doorway, but it was possible that he wouldn’t see them. If there were any placed on the other side, they could be concealed, and he wouldn’t even know. “When we were coming along the street, I felt the presence of several different enchantments. I suspect they were triggers, little more than to detect whether anybody was coming through here, along with the time of day. We can hide within the facade, but it is a lot harder for us to conceal our presence to magic.”

      “Even with these?” Leland asked, holding up his own bracelet. “I thought the whole purpose of these was to conceal us from those who can detect magic.”

      “I don’t know that the enchantments were designed to detect magic, though,” Jonathan said. “Just somebody moving. And obscuring that is a far more complicated task. But now that we’re here, we’ll work quickly, and we can finish the job before anybody has a chance of discovering what we’re doing.”

      “But if they know that someone is here, why wouldn’t they just wake up?” Leland asked.

      “They might,” Matthew said. “Now, do you want to open this door, or do you want me to force my way through it?”

      Leland looked over at Jonathan, as if waiting for confirmation that this was what he wanted to do, and Jonathan nodded. At this point, he wanted to get the job over with just as much as Matthew did, but for a different reason.

      Leland glanced at Elizabeth. “What do you think?”

      “I want to do this. Besides, if there are more of these,” she said, shaking her wrist, “think of how useful they might be in what we have to do.”

      “We don’t have to do anything,” Leland said. “When we took care of Vileforn, we made sure of that.”

      “We don’t have to, but it’s fun, isn’t it?”

      Leland stepped forward, shaking his head and grumbling under his breath. He didn’t say anything loud enough for Jonathan to hear. His shoulders sagged a bit. As he neared the door, he hesitated.

      Maybe it was time to reconsider their lockpick. Then again, maybe it was time to reconsider whether they even needed to be taking jobs like this. They had enough money… didn’t they?

      Leland swept his hand along the surface of the door. He didn’t touch it, but he didn’t need to. Jonathan couldn’t feel anything from him, mostly because of the El’aras enchantment he was wearing, but he suspected that Leland was pushing out with his own magical connection and doing so in a way that permitted him to probe through the door.

      When he was satisfied, he looked over at Matthew. “There is a series of locks here. More than I would’ve expected in this part of the city. Five, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “Can you unlock them?”

      “It’s going to be tricky. They’re all interconnected. I have to unlock all of them at the same time. I think if I had an enchanted key, this would be easier—”

      “Can you unlock them?” Matthew asked again.

      Leland glanced at Elizabeth, then Jonathan, before he nodded quickly. “I can do it. Just give me a moment.”

      He started to mutter under his breath. Jonathan couldn’t hear what he was saying, but he had a distinct sense that Leland was irritated with the job. He had once used actual lockpick sets, but now he didn’t even bother. His magic was on the spectrum of sorcery, but it wasn’t exactly sorcery. And it wasn’t similar to what enchanters used. It was more akin to how Elizabeth formed her facades. Weak magic that had a highly specialized purpose. In the right person, and with the right experience, that power could be focused and harnessed so that it could continue to concentrate in a way that could be utilized. And Leland had practiced enough that he had begun to understand his own power to the extent that he no longer doubted what he was capable of. There had been a time when Jonathan had tried to push him, to encourage him to try to disrupt magic, though Leland had claimed that he was incapable of such feats. Now Leland no longer doubted or denied what he could do.

      Jonathan leaned close to Matthew, and he lowered his voice. “Five locks?”

      “Seems a bit excessive,” Matthew said.

      “It’s more than what I expected here. Somebody really doesn’t want us to get in.”

      “How sure are you that they care about us?” Matthew said. “This kind of thing is more likely to keep out them.”

      And by them, Jonathan knew that Matthew implied the Society, but if it were the Society that whoever had built this lock wanted to restrict, there would be other defenses here.

      Jonathan frowned, and he stepped closer to the door, moving away from Matthew.

      “What is it?” Elizabeth asked.

      “He’s probably right,” Jonathan said, waving his hand toward Matthew. “And I hate it when he is. I need to see if there’s anything else here we need to be careful with.”

      “What sort of anything else?” Elizabeth asked.

      “The sort of thing that would be tripped by magic.”

      “You mean like the kind of magic Leland is using?”

      Jonathan nodded. “That very same thing.”

      He frowned as he considered. He was inside Elizabeth’s shielding, the facade itself holding around him, which had some benefits but also some complications. By being held inside the facade, he was caught in the power of the facade, and it restricted him, such that he couldn’t detect magic quite as well. Partly that came from his proximity to Elizabeth and her El’aras enchantments. Jonathan didn’t wear any El’aras enchantment of his own, but that was because he didn’t have any magic of his own. His ability was simply to detect the use of magic around him.

      “I need you to constrict your facade,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Push it away from me. I’m going to slip along the street, testing for what might be here.”

      “What about Leland?” she asked, pitching her voice to match his. She was a quick study.

      “He can keep working. I don’t think that he’ll get through this that quickly.”

      Then again, it was possible that Leland would be able to finish with the locks faster than Jonathan knew. Leland, like Elizabeth, had rapidly progressed with his skill as he had used it more and more. He’d become more than just competent. He’d become confident.

      That was useful when taking jobs, but they had not been taking that many jobs lately, and Leland in particular had not been challenged. Elizabeth practiced her facades constantly, even using them through the streets, as if testing whether she could maintain the facade around her without anyone knowing that she was there. Leland didn’t have the same opportunities to practice.

      “Give me a signal if he’s getting close,” Jonathan said.

      “What about Matthew?”

      “He’s going to stay with you. If anything happens, I want him to make sure that you’re safe.”

      “Don’t do anything foolish.”

      “Now you’re telling me not to do anything foolish?”

      “Well, mostly I’m just repeating what you tell me all the time.” She flashed a broad smile. “But the advice holds.”

      There was a faint shimmering as the facade washed over him. It was the only thing he noticed. There was no sense of the magic, nothing that Jonathan felt, but he had learned how to watch for the distinct signal of a facade from his very earliest days working crews in the city. And as it passed over him, he saw it shimmering and sliding until it shifted ever so subtly and became completely invisible again. As far as Jonathan could tell, there was nothing but the storefront in front of him. His mind processed where Elizabeth, Matthew, and Leland were, but he could not see them.

      He smiled to himself. So skillful.

      Jonathan slipped along the street. If anybody had been paying attention, his sudden appearance would have raised alarm, but he doubted anybody was watching. More than that, though, he figured that if there were a magical trigger tied to anybody passing along the street, it wouldn’t make any difference if he was wrapped in the facade or not. That was the gamble he took.

      He moved away from the others, and he focused on what he could feel of magic. If only he had improved his skills as much as Leland and Elizabeth had improved theirs. Jonathan could detect magic, but his ability to do so had not changed. It was what it was. In some ways, he suspected it was similar to an enchantment, but one he had within himself at all times. There was no way to improve that enchantment, much like there was often no way to change enchantments that had already been placed on items.

      He slipped back the way they had come, staying close to the storefront and looking toward the windows, trying to peer inside to see if there was any activity in the store itself. He saw nothing. When Jonathan was content that he felt nothing, he looped back, making certain to slip out and around to give his team a wide berth before getting closer to the building again, and continued feeling for any sense of magic. He detected nothing. If there were protections within the building, they were not enchantments.

      As he made his way back to the others, he slipped inside the facade. The shifting was abrupt. It was like walking through a curtain, but the only thing that changed was that there were now three people standing in front of him.

      “Anything?” Matthew asked.

      “I didn’t feel anything.”

      “So you don’t have to worry about magic enchantments?” Elizabeth asked.

      “That’s not what he said,” Matthew said. He turned back to Leland, hand on the hilt of his sword.

      “Oh,” Elizabeth said, squeezing her bracelet for a moment and looking over at Jonathan. “You think they might be using an El’aras enchantment.”

      “I don’t actually know. It’s possible. Maybe even probable, especially with what I’ve heard is here. So we need to be careful.”

      “Almost there,” Leland said.

      Jonathan turned his attention back to the storefront. As he did, he reached into his pocket and began to slip on his own enchantments. He started with a ring that provided speed. It was a simple enchantment, and one that he had taken to using when he made his way through the streets of the city, especially since Heziah had come after them. The next one that he used was for strength. Speed and strength were easily paired together, and they complemented each other well. He had a few others that he kept in reserve. He slipped on a bracelet that would help make him less noticeable. It wasn’t a facade, but it would help him blend into the shadows if he triggered it. And there was a set of explosive enchantments, which he gripped. There were three of them, but they could be easily separated, like twisting magnets apart, and then tossed so that he could use each enchantment one at a time. He had seen those explosions before but had never needed to use them on a job. He hoped that he never would.

      Then Leland let out a soft sigh.

      There came a click. Well, a series of clicks. And the door came open.

      Elizabeth patted Leland on the shoulder. “Look at you. You did it.”

      “I told you that I could. Even five locks is not too much for me. The trick is making sure that you have the right sequence so that you open them in the pattern that they want. It’s sort of like a key, but this is a different kind of key.”

      “You know, I love how excited you get when you talk about these things, but I don’t know that now is the right time for us to be talking about them.” She grinned and stepped off to the side, letting Jonathan move forward.

      “I’ll take up the rear,” Matthew said.

      “You take the lead,” Jonathan said. “You have the detection enchantment.”

      Matthew spun, and he slipped into the doorway ahead of him. He was followed by Elizabeth, then Leland, and finally Jonathan. He hesitated in the doorway and waited there for a moment.

      He felt Elizabeth’s facade sweep over him for just a moment, and then something else came. It was faint, but he was certain of what he detected.

      Magic.

      It came like a ripple, a surge of power, and it was followed by another, and then another. And as far as Jonathan could tell, they were moving toward them.

      He pulled the door closed. He braced but wasn’t sure that was going to be enough. So he set down one of the explosive enchantments, positioning it right in front of the door. If needed, he would be ready. They would all be ready.

      He caught up to Matthew. “You need to move quickly.”

      “What?” Matthew asked irritably.

      “Oh, just a little magic.”

      “A little… or a lot?”

      “Sorcery.”

      Matthew’s brow furrowed. “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

      “Wonder what?”

      “If we were used again.” He slipped deeper into the building, leading Jonathan.

      And he was right. It did make Jonathan wonder.

      What if they had been set up again?

      Heziah had used them once already, and though there had been no sign of him recently, Jonathan feared that he still wanted revenge.

      It didn’t matter. They would get these El’aras enchantments and get back out before the sorcerer, whoever it was, got to them.
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      The sense of magic behind Jonathan didn’t change much at all. He could feel it building but couldn’t identify what source caused the power. Probably sorcery, given the potency of what he detected, though he was not entirely sure that was it.

      He looked at the others with him, but no one was speaking. He had a distinct sense that they were on edge, likely as worried as he was about what was going to happen here.

      Matthew stepped back out into the light, and he looked at the others with him. “We move quickly. If there’s something back there,” he said, glancing at Jonathan before turning his attention back to the others, “speed is the key. The longer we take, the more likely it is that we will encounter danger here. Are there any questions?”

      “Just keep moving,” Jonathan said. “If you detect anything El’aras, signal it to us.”

      Matthew looked as if he wanted to argue, but he nodded. “I don’t detect anything, but I will try to let you know if there is anything. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like for us to get moving so that we can get to whatever is here before the rest of this explodes in our faces.” He looked at Jonathan, who nodded.

      As Matthew started forward, Elizabeth grabbed Jonathan’s arm, and forced him to meet her gaze. “What do you detect?”

      “You don’t have to worry about it,” he said.

      She started to laugh. “Would you stop telling me what I do and don’t have to worry about? I think I’ve earned that right. Especially if there is something out there.”

      “What it means is that we just need to be quick and careful. It’s no different than any other job. Quick and careful. I suppose you could test your skill and experience by going back and seeing if the sorcerer—if that’s what’s coming behind us—can detect your facade.”

      “That wasn’t the job,” she said.

      “The job changes. That’s something you’re going to have to come to terms with as you take on an increasing role with our jobs. Be ready for the change. Be willing to shift and just roll with everything that comes your way.”

      “As if you’re so good at simply rolling with things,” she muttered.

      Jonathan laughed. “I’m not. But I recognize that I’m not. I don’t know what we’re going to find, but we just have to be ready for it.” He turned his attention back to the door, and though he couldn’t feel what was there, Jonathan had the distinct sense that there was some ongoing pressure of magic, something of power that lingered.

      Elizabeth looked over at him, quiet as she did. She looked irritated. Jonathan found himself smiling inwardly at her irritation. It was a sign of her growth, he figured. The fact that she cared enough, and felt that she deserved to be a part of decisions, proved just how much she had progressed since he had first brought her into the team. Her stubbornness would actually help.

      “There’s something up ahead,” Matthew said. He glanced back at Jonathan, frowning as he watched him, before his gaze darted to Elizabeth. “I can feel it, but I don’t know what it is. Are the two of you ready, or do we need to give you more time to discuss your feelings on what we’re doing here?”

      Elizabeth pulled back her fist as if to punch him. “I don’t need to discuss any feelings,” she said. “But Jonathan might.”

      “I don’t like waiting here,” Jonathan said.

      “What about you?” Matthew asked Leland. “Are you willing to remain a part of this?”

      “What? Why are you asking me that?”

      “You don’t have to deny that you are done with all of this. When we finish this job, you can leave.” He glanced over at Jonathan. This was something that the two of them had not talked about, but Matthew wasn’t wrong in addressing it with Leland. They had both come to realize that Leland was only staying because he felt an obligation to the team and to Elizabeth in particular. “I think your mother still needs help, right? Those aren’t reasons for you to stick with all of this. Not with what you’ve dealt with, and with what is to come.”

      “I…”

      “Don’t put him on the spot,” Elizabeth said, stepping forward and getting between Matthew and Leland. “He’s a part of the team, and if he wants to stay as a part of the team, he can. If he decides that he’s done, then so be it.”

      Matthew frowned, and then he nodded, slipping forward. They were in a narrow hallway now, with walls of stone on either side. The air was thick, almost humid, and there was a faint tracing along Jonathan’s skin that suggested that there was some sort of magic being used nearby, even though he wasn’t sure what it was or why he could feel it so profoundly. He focused on what he could detect, trying to make sense of it, and could not find any answer.

      He kept looking behind him. There had been no sign of the sorcerer that had been following them, but Jonathan remained on edge. As he moved closer, toward Matthew, he looked around. “Any thoughts here?” he asked.

      “I’m thinking that I still wonder how we had word get to us here.”

      “I’ve been wondering the same thing.”

      Matthew closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, he looked all around for a moment. “I’m not sure how much is going to be here. I can feel something, but it’s faint. And it seems to be getting fainter still.”

      “You think they’re moving it?”

      “That’s just it. I am not at all sure what’s happening here. If they are moving it, it suggests they know that we’re coming. Which means we need to move quickly, and then we can figure out why we got pulled into this job.”

      “Agreed,” Jonathan said.

      They reached the end of the hallway. The hallway itself had been fairly unremarkable. Wooden walls lined the passage, though the floor was all stone, as was the ceiling overhead. The air was a bit damp and carried with it a feeling of age. Not only that, but Jonathan had a vague sense of power all around him, which told him that they were in the right place, but not why there would be something El’aras stored here in this section of the city. At the end of the hallway, they reached a wide staircase.

      Then Matthew held out his sword for a moment, probing toward the stairs leading down, and then shifted and probed toward the stairs leading up. Finally he nodded, though it seemed to be mostly to himself. He went up.

      “Are you sure about this?” Elizabeth asked. “Why would they keep this upstairs rather than down someplace where they could secure it more easily? It doesn’t make—”

      “There are many things about this that don’t make any sense, but if Matthew feels something in this direction, then that is where we go.”

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

      Jonathan couldn’t even argue with her. She was right. He thought about what they had heard about the job. The rumors were distinct, though most of them had come from Bartholomew, who had turned into their leading source for jobs like this. He had access to intelligence that left Jonathan wondering if somebody had been feeding information to Bartholomew, but he was just providing tips for them. It wasn’t as if Bartholomew had betrayed them. It was just that he was well-connected. And maybe that was all it was. Given that Bartholomew had been involved in more and more jobs over the last few months, he could have gained a level of prestige amid the underground community in the city that gave him that advantage.

      Jonathan began to feel some pressure building behind him. It had to be the sorcerer.

      He looked over at Elizabeth. “Stay with the other two.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just checking on something.”

      With that, Jonathan turned and darted back down the stairs, reaching into his pouch for several of his enchantments.

      He was prepared for the possibility of magic, sorcery, and possibly even El’aras guardians, though that last was less likely, especially in the city, as there had been no sign of them, only word of their enchantments. He stood for a moment focusing on what he could feel, suspecting that it wasn’t sorcery, but not moving quickly. He rifled through his enchantments to decide upon which one they could use. Heading up the stairs put them in a bit of danger, as they might get pinched by somebody down here. If needed, there were a few different enchantments that he could try.

      He took one that emitted power periodically. It wasn’t useful for much, but it could draw away any sorcerer who followed them. They might believe there was something else down the stairs—if it worked the way that Jonathan hoped.

      He had two other enchantments that were a bit more defensive. Without knowing who was coming—and there was always the possibility that they were being trailed by somebody from the Society rather than Heziah, which was Jonathan’s real concern—he didn’t want to target them too openly and risk a destructive attack. So he had to be more careful.

      Jonathan decided to try something different. He placed one of the enchantments carefully on the floor, putting it against the wall so that no one would see what he’d done. Then he activated it.

      It would create a rippling concussive blast when someone came by. Painful, but not overwhelming. He took another one and placed it a few feet farther down the hallway. It would make whoever was coming through here think that Jonathan and his team were defending the hallway, and it might buy them some time.

      There was pressure on him again.

      That power began to build. The sorcerer had reached the door into this building. The doorway was locked, and presumably sealed off, but a sorcerer with enough power would have little difficulty in pushing their way through it. Jonathan waited, but nothing pushed through.

      Then he hurried back up the stairs. When he reached the top of the stairs, he found Elizabeth looking at him. “Well?” she asked him.

      “I placed as much as I could,” he said. He kept his voice low. “There should be an alert when anything comes through. That’s about all the protection that I can offer.”

      That seemed to satisfy her. Now that they were inside the building, Elizabeth hadn’t been placing her facade around things the same way she had been before, but she turned and looked back.

      “I might be able to use a facade on the staircase,” she said. “It wouldn’t hold somebody determined, but I should’ve thought about that.” She scurried past Jonathan, who tried to grab for her, but she was too quick.

      She was gone only a few moments before she came back, a tight smile on her face. “Now if anybody reaches the stairs, they should only see a wall. I anchored it to the wall, and it should hold. I wish I had a bit more control over my facades, because I could make it a more physical manifestation, but I did what I could.”

      Jonathan patted her on the shoulder. “That’s perfect.”

      When he had been working with Grayson, when Jonathan had first come into his own, he had known that Grayson was a skilled sneak and had considerable talent with creating his own facades. Far more than most, in fact. But what Elizabeth had rapidly progressed to be able to do was even more than what he had ever seen Grayson do. She constantly left Jonathan marveling at how quickly she learned.

      “It’s down here,” Matthew said.

      They had reached a third-level landing. Jonathan hadn’t even stopped at the second and didn’t see anything other than a hallway, but the third-level landing was a little different. Matthew hesitated, holding on to his sword, and he pushed outward with it, sweeping it as if it were some sort of probe that he could use to detect whatever El’aras enchantments were up ahead—at least, what they hoped was up ahead. Leland stayed close to Matthew, his gaze darting from side to side.

      Jonathan did not feel anything unusual here.

      That would normally reassure him, but in the case of El’aras enchantments and magic that they might have to deal with, it was not nearly as reassuring as it would have been otherwise. El’aras items could simply disappear from his awareness, and he may have no idea what was there. They didn’t push on his magical senses in quite the same way as other items did.

      “Anything?” Jonathan whispered.

      So far, there had been no sound of anybody coming behind them, but it was only a matter of time. Jonathan saw a series of doors along this hallway. Each of them would lead into a side room, and at least one of them would have to have a window they could force open so that they could get out. That was going to be their escape. Jonathan had a few enchantments that might help brace them for the drop, but he really hoped that he wouldn’t have to use them.

      “I can tell we’re heading in the right direction, but I can’t tell what else might be here,” Matthew said, looking over at Jonathan. “Can you tell anything?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t have the same ability with El’aras items. It’s almost like they’re invisible.”

      “Which is my concern,” Matthew said. He looked at Leland, then Elizabeth, and everything about his demeanor took on an even more serious tilt than it had before. He’d been on edge, but now he was grave, and he made a point of glowering at the two of them. “I’m going to go first. No objections. If there’s anything here, let it ensnare me first. If something happens, I trust that the three of you can get me free. Do we have a deal?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Just don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Why would I do anything stupid?”

      Matthew started forward, and Leland leaned toward Elizabeth. “He’s going to expect me to find a way to release any magic that holds him,” Leland said. “I don’t think my ability works quite that way on this kind of power.”

      “You don’t know what kind of power we’re dealing with,” Jonathan said, and he guided the two of them forward. “So get moving. Well, keep moving.”

      He forced them to move along the hallway, and Matthew paused at the first couple of doors before moving onward.

      Jonathan grabbed for Leland. “I need you to open each of these.”

      “Each?”

      “We need to know what’s inside.”

      “Why?”

      “There are nearly no protections here. So I want to know what’s inside.”

      Jonathan urged Leland to move forward, and Leland did so hesitantly, the same way that he often did, though he radiated a bit of energy, suggesting that he was drawing upon his power.

      There were not the kinds of protections that Jonathan had expected on the building. If there were the kinds of enchantments that they believed were here, he would have expected there to have been more protections on the building itself. There had been a difficult lock, but nothing else.

      Why wouldn’t there have been any guards?

      Better yet, why not have magical traps they would have to overcome?

      The only thing he could come up with was that whoever had the items here did not want the Society to detect them. It was the only explanation that he had for why there would not be more power here, but Jonathan didn’t feel like it made complete sense, as there were ways of masking power. Anybody who brought El’aras items into the city would undoubtedly know that.

      Leland reached the first door. He tested it, found it locked, and then, with a slight pulse of the sense of his magic, the door came open. Jonathan stepped into the room.

      It was a simple room, little more than a bedroom, though there was no bed. A table. An empty bookshelf. And a wardrobe. Jonathan hurried to the wardrobe, checked it, and found it empty as well. He stepped back out and pulled the door closed.

      “The lock was only a traditional lock,” Leland said.

      “Good. At least we know what’s inside.”

      Matthew was still moving forward.

      Jonathan signaled to Leland to keep going, and they went door to door, finding the same thing behind each of them. Empty rooms, and little else. There had to be something more here, but Jonathan didn’t find anything. They were empty.

      Matthew stopped at a door at the end of the hallway.

      “This hall isn’t as long as the others,” he said without looking back at them. “And I can feel the drawing here. I suspect you can as well.”

      Jonathan frowned. “Well, I can feel something,” he said. “I can’t say what it is or whether there’s anything here, only that there seems to be something going on.”

      Matthew tested one of the doors, jiggling the handle, before turning to Leland. “Your turn.”

      Leland grabbed for the lock, twisted, and then—with a surge of his magic—he attempted to open it. The pulse was faint at first but then began to build with more intensity the more that he worked at it. He withdrew his hand.

      “This is trickier than the others have been. I can feel it here. And I think that it is similar to what was on the front door.”

      “Maybe that’s why they didn’t secure the building any better,” Elizabeth said. When Matthew frowned at her, she shrugged. “Well, I would’ve expected there to be harder locks. Instead, we have this. The hallway. Stairs. And two doors. That seems a bit unusual.”

      “Not unusual,” Matthew said. “If this room contains El’aras items, they wouldn’t want to draw any attention from the Society. Using more complicated locks, or magical barriers, would only reveal to the Society that something was taking place here. And keeping any guards stationed would draw a different kind of attention.”

      “I still would’ve expected more,” she muttered, glancing over at Jonathan.

      “Me, too,” he whispered.

      Leland held his hand up against the door, and his face locked in concentration.

      It was the way that his jaw set, and there was the tightness around the corners of his eyes, but there was also the surge of power that Jonathan began to feel. When it came to Leland’s magic, there was a different texture to it from what he felt around Elizabeth. Hers was a faint swirling, mostly as she created her facade. Jonathan didn’t see it quite as well as he used to, but occasionally he could catch glimpses of her facade as she held on to it. Such as now, when he could tell that she was holding on to a facade as if to protect them. Perhaps she had tossed it behind them to conceal the fact that they were standing in the hallway.

      Leland’s magic continued to build. He pushed his hand forward, as if he were trying to drive the palm of his hand into the door itself. The power that he was holding on to continued to build. Sweat beaded on his brow.

      “Getting in the front door was complicated,” he said, though Jonathan wondered if it was just to himself. “This one is different. I can feel a dozen locks, but there is one more that I don’t know if I’ll be able to work. It might require an enchantment.”

      “And if you don’t have the enchantment?” Jonathan asked.

      Leland looked over. He was still concentrating, and he hesitated before turning back to the door. “I’m going to keep trying. I don’t know what else I might be able to detect, but I’m going to keep trying. All I need for you to do is to be ready for the door to open.”

      Jonathan reached into his satchel and started to slip through his enchantments, and as he did, he wondered which of them might be useful here. If Leland could release the locks on the door, Jonathan had an explosive enchantment that might be beneficial in pushing the door open. He looked at Matthew, who was still holding on to his sword, keeping it pointed at the door.

      “Almost,” Leland said.

      “Almost what?” Matthew asked.

      “I almost have the dozen locks removed. The last step is going to have to be up to someone else. Not me. I can’t remove it.”

      Jonathan shared a look with Matthew.

      “Well?” Jonathan asked.

      “What makes you think that I can do this?” Matthew replied.

      “Oh, I don’t know. How about the fact that this is seemingly tied to your people?”

      “They are not my people,” Mathew said, his voice in a whisper so the others wouldn’t be able to easily hear.

      Jonathan nodded slowly. “Fine. Not your people. But those who share your bloodline. Does that make it better?”

      “Barely,” Matthew said.

      “There,” Leland said. “I’ve got it, but I don’t know how long I can hold it.”

      And as he held on to it, Jonathan saw a darkened shape form in the doorway.

      Matthew stepped forward, and Jonathan wasn’t sure what he might do. He was surprised, however, when rather than touching the darkened shape, as Jonathan had anticipated he would, he instead slammed his blade into it, and then twisted. To his even greater surprise, the entirety of the door started to change, colors shifting along the surface as if it were made of shimmering scales, and the door suddenly came open.

      Matthew stood for a moment. Then he withdrew his blade, slipping it back into his sheath.

      Leland stood with his mouth slightly agape. Elizabeth stepped forward, clapping him on the shoulder and whispering something to him.

      But it was what Jonathan felt that caught his attention.

      A sudden surge of magic.

      And it was coming from behind them.
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      Jonathan grabbed the others and shoved them forward. Leland cried out briefly, and Elizabeth shot him a strange look, but it was Matthew who seemed to recognize the extent of the danger. He spun, his sword stretched out behind him, sweeping his gaze down the hallway.

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

      “I don’t, either, but I feel it,” Jonathan said.

      “Then we get back into the room. We can trigger the lock, and—”

      “Then we’re trapped,” Jonathan said. “If I’m not mistaken, this room won’t have any windows to it. It will likely be heavily sealed off as well. With a door like this, it would be practically impossible for anybody to get in any other way than this. Right?”

      “Probably,” Matthew said.

      “And if that’s the case, we don’t want to trap ourselves in here.”

      “We don’t want to square off against a sorcerer, either,” Matthew said.

      “Guys?” Elizabeth called. “I don’t know what the two of you are doing, but I would love it if you would come in here to take a look at what we have.”

      Jonathan shared a look with Matthew for a moment, and then they hurried into the room. Jonathan paused a moment and then placed more enchantments down on the floor while looking back. He had felt something, but he couldn’t tell what it was that he had begun to detect. Magic, he was certain, but he wasn’t sure what kind of magic. Maybe it wasn’t even sorcery.

      They wouldn’t be that lucky, though.

      Jonathan pulled the door closed and kept it slightly ajar. He placed another pair of enchantments behind it, using those as something that would act like a lock. When he was done, he turned back to see the room.

      It was small. As he had expected, there were no windows. No other doors. There was just this single access point. It was barely larger than a closet. And from the looks of it, it was part of the hallway that had simply been walled off, presumably to create enough protection here to keep anybody else from getting in unless they were permitted to do so.

      Jonathan had expected a trunk, much like they had found in the warehouse before, which had contained the El’aras enchantments. There was no trunk. Instead, there was a glass case set on a massive old oak table.

      Matthew approached it.

      “What do you think this is?” Jonathan asked.

      Matthew shook his head. “I have no idea. But it’s definitely El’aras.”

      “It looks like some sort of plate. But who would use anything so decorative?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan leaned forward, trying to get a better glimpse. They had a faint light that guided them, and there was enough of that light for him to lean close and take a look at it. The plate, as Elizabeth had called it, was made out of metal and marked with dozens of symbols. Some of them were El’aras writing, he was certain, but not all of them. Others looked almost like…

      Enchantments.

      That was what they had to be. But why here?

      He looked over at Matthew. “There are multiple enchantments on this,” he said softly. “What is this? Better yet, why is it here?”

      “That is the Shield of Hester,” a voice said from behind him.

      Jonathan spun and immediately tossed two enchantments, already counting down until they triggered an explosion. He felt a burst of power that surrounded the enchantments, and the explosion was confined.

      The figure standing in the doorway was somebody that Jonathan was far too familiar with—and had hoped to avoid seeing again.

      “Heziah,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah tipped his head, and he swept his gaze around. “Look at us, getting the old team back together. Now, I must admit that you have proven far too easy to manipulate this time, Jonathan Aguelon. The Dragon,” he sneered. “Only the Dragon has no bite, has he?”

      Matthew darted forward, blade moving in a flickering flurry, but Heziah simply waved his hand in a wide arc, and Matthew was thrown back and pushed up against the wall. He struggled, but he couldn’t break free of Heziah’s magic.

      He waved a finger. “Now, now. Thankfully, I was able to plan for you a little better, Matthew Veran. You have hidden your secret quite well. It’s taken me a while to tease out the truth of who you are. Quite the little secret, isn’t it?” He winked at Matthew before looking over at Jonathan. He waved his hand at him, and with a push, Jonathan went sliding back. His hands couldn’t move. He was caught by the air, which seemed to thicken around him, and he was pressed up against the wall. With another wave of Heziah’s hand, Elizabeth and Leland were tossed back as well.

      “Seeing as how the four of you have proven such a challenge for me, I thought it only fitting that I utilize your services to help me acquire this little item.”

      “Why?” Jonathan managed to get out.

      Keep Heziah talking. He knew the trick with Heziah. He liked to talk. More than that, he like to hear himself talk, and if Jonathan could keep him going, he might be able to find some way to break out of this.

      Heziah leaned toward the glass case, peering inside. “Why, the Shield of Hester is a renowned artifact.” He flicked his gaze over to Matthew. “Though I suspect he knows this.”

      “You want the scepter and the shield.”

      Heziah glanced over, his brow furrowed. Angry. “Yes. About that. Now that you have placed the scepter out in the wild, it is going to be a bit more work for me to acquire. But with the shield,” he went on, turning his attention back to the glass case and then raising his hand above it and pushing downward, but not making contact with the case, “I will find it much easier to do.”

      “Jonathan,” Matthew said, his jaw clenched.

      “You see,” Heziah said, without looking at any of them, “I would not have been able to get into this space without your assistance.” He started to smile. “But then, I suspect you are aware of that.”

      “You needed somebody who could open the El’aras locks,” Elizabeth said.

      He glowered at her for a moment and then turned to Leland. “I did dismiss your ability initially. What a shame. It has proven to be far more useful than I had expected.”

      With that, he slammed his hand down on the glass case.

      Jonathan expected the glass to suddenly shatter, but that wasn’t what happened. Instead, the glass simply dissolved, turning into sand, and then it faded to nothing. It left the shield now catching the faint light around it. As it did, the shield seemed to shimmer, casting light in swirls of color. Some of them seemed to be tied to the enchantments that were on it, but others were different.

      Heziah lifted it and did so carefully, holding it gently as if the shield were delicate.

      “Why do you want it?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan noticed a faint shimmering around the shield that seemed to come from Elizabeth, but he couldn’t tell what she did.

      “Why indeed?” Heziah asked, and then he strode toward Jonathan. He held the shield near Jonathan’s face, and Jonathan began to feel something. It was faint, and the sense of it was subtle enough that he could tell that there was some power within the shield, but it was more than just that. He began to see something shimmering over the shield itself.

      Is it just power?

      He couldn’t tell. He wondered why he should be so attuned to it if it was just power.

      “Seeing as how you have caused me such difficulty, I think it only fitting that you provide the key to what I’ve been looking for. Now, what to do with you.” He looked at Matthew, then Leland, then Elizabeth. “All of you, I suppose. I do not relish the thought of you chasing me. It would be too much of an inconvenience.”

      “If you kill me, my sister will be the one chasing you,” Jonathan said. “I don’t know if you know anything about her, but she doesn’t fear you.”

      “Yes. The great Jayna Aguelon. You know, I did not know what she was before I started working with you. She’s a clever one. But not nearly as dangerous as she would like to believe. And with the right knowledge, she can be dealt with.” He grinned. “Anyway, once you are taken care of, I don’t need to worry about her. I will have a means of dealing with her.”

      He took a step back, and then power began to build.

      Jonathan felt it rising and knew that they only had a few moments. He wasn’t sure what Heziah intended, but whatever it was would involve him throwing considerable power at them.

      Jonathan looked over at Matthew.

      They needed to make a break for it, which involved finding a way to blast past Heziah. And if he could get Matthew free…

      Jonathan twisted his fingers. He had a single enchantment still gripped in his palm. He had to hope that if he could drop it, he could trigger it with enough force that it would disarm Heziah—at least briefly.

      He held on to the enchantment, and as the power from Heziah continued to build, now a burning sensation that seemed to work along Jonathan’s arms and legs, from his feet all the way up, he took action. He flicked the enchantment. It was the only thing he could do.

      It rolled, and Heziah glanced down, but he didn’t have the right focus, as he had been targeting Jonathan while also holding all four of them up against the wall. The sudden burst of power from the enchantment caught Heziah, and he was thrown back.

      Jonathan still couldn’t move, but Elizabeth could. She staggered forward.

      “Get Matthew,” Jonathan said.

      She looked down at Heziah, and then, with a burst of her power, something that Jonathan could feel radiating from her, she placed a facade around Heziah.

      “What are you doing?” Jonathan demanded.

      “I need to hold him just a moment,” Elizabeth snapped. Then she turned to Matthew. “I don’t know if I can free you.”

      “Leland,” Matthew said. He looked as if he was struggling to get even that word out.

      And Elizabeth nodded and turned to Leland.

      Surprisingly, Leland was slowly moving away from the wall. His fingers were moving, and it looked as if he were working on a lock.

      Which might be exactly what he was doing. The nature of Leland’s magic involved unsettling other magical protections. He might be able to use his ability to disrupt the power holding them in place.

      Then Leland stepped free.

      He hurried over to Matthew.

      Elizabeth stepped toward Heziah, who had started to get up. He was turning in place, spinning.

      “What did you do?” Jonathan asked.

      “I cast everything in darkness,” Elizabeth replied. “I don’t know if it’s going to hold, as I suspect he’s going to break through it, but hopefully, I can buy us some time.”

      “Hopefully,” Jonathan said.

      “Can you get out?”

      “Not yet.”

      Jonathan could move a bit more than before, and he reached into his satchel, grabbed for another couple of enchantments, and couldn’t look down to see what they were. He went by feel, testing each of them, until he found the one that he was looking for. Then he pressed on it, triggering the power within it, and tossed it toward where Heziah was spinning in place, lashing out. Jonathan couldn’t hear anything from him, which suggested that Elizabeth’s enchantment was trapping sound as well, but the enchantment rolled toward Heziah. With another burst, Jonathan was suddenly cast free.

      He headed toward Heziah before he changed his mind, and slipped on another enchantment in addition to those for speed and strength: one for magical resistance, which had come from the El’aras, an enchantment that Jonathan didn’t like to use often. As he did, he looked over to where Matthew was now free.

      “We need that shield,” Matthew said.

      “Then let’s—”

      A burst of power slammed into all of them, and they were tossed back toward the wall. But not held.

      Jonathan scrambled to his feet, trying to grab for the enchantment, readying for the possibility that Heziah would hold them again, but that was not his intention. His intention had been to simply disrupt the magic holding him.

      Heziah disappeared.

      “We can’t let him keep the shield,” Matthew said.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. If it’s like the scepter, it’s going to be powerful. I’ve heard of it, though it’s not anything I know very well.”

      “How don’t you know the story of a famous shield of your people?” Elizabeth asked as they started along the hallway. There was no sign of Heziah.

      “Because I’m not of the people,” Matthew said.

      They reached the top of the stairs. Jonathan paused, holding his hand up, and tried to feel for any sense of magic that might be there that would explain where Heziah had gone.

      Down.

      He raced forward, Matthew keeping pace with him. The other two were behind them, but when it came to dealing with Heziah, Jonathan figured that was going to have to be him and Matthew.

      At least, he had always thought that it was going to have to be him and Matthew.

      Elizabeth and Leland had proven their value far more than he would even have considered when they had become a part of the team. Elizabeth had considerable utility now, and Leland… if Leland could use his magic to disrupt enchantments, then they wouldn’t have to fear captivity like that. That was if Leland decided to stay with them.

      They reached the main door.

      Jonathan pushed it open and then peered outside.

      There was activity in the street.

      When they had entered the building, the street had been empty. Now a pair of armed soldiers marched along—which was rare enough—and he caught sight of the flash of maroon fabric.

      A sorcerer of the Society.

      If it was somebody like his sister, Jonathan wouldn’t be concerned, but if it was somebody else—any of the Society members who had proven to be a challenge for Jonathan over the years—then he wanted to avoid them if possible.

      He pulled the door closed again and looked back. “Not that way.”

      “But Heziah—” Elizabeth started.

      “Heziah wouldn’t have gone that way,” Jonathan said. “He would’ve avoided the sorcerers, so the only way that I suspect that he’s gone is…” He turned, looking back the way that they had come.

      Down.

      That was where they had to go.

      And once they went down, would they be able to find Heziah?

      Jonathan raced toward the staircase, paused at the top of it, and listened while also extending his awareness of magic. He felt a tingling. He looked over at Matthew, shot him a look, and they both started down. It was dark. The stairs didn’t extend nearly as deeply as he had thought. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he paused, turned in place until he picked up on the sense of magic. That was something that Heziah wouldn’t be able to hide from Jonathan while using his power. It gave Jonathan the only advantage that he had over Heziah. He followed through the tunnel and realized that the tunnel stretched beyond the building where they had been.

      They reached a doorway. Leland unlocked it, and they kept going.

      “Where does this go?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I don’t know,” Leland said.

      “But it seems like we’re—”

      “Under the city,” Matthew said. “So keep moving.”

      They headed onward and had not gone very far when there was a burst of magic. This time, it seemed to come from above. Jonathan turned, looking around.

      “Do you see any stairs?”

      “Stairs?” Matthew asked.

      “I felt something. It had a signature that was similar to Heziah’s, but it was up above us. So what I’m trying to figure out is how he got up there.”

      “Maybe he never came down here.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “He had to have come down here. He wouldn’t have risked the Society. Heziah wouldn’t go up against sorcerers. The only reason that he went up against us is because he doesn’t see us as the same sort of threat.”

      “We aren’t,” Leland muttered.

      “Aren’t we?” Jonathan said, turning to him. “Maybe not one-on-one, but as a team, we are. You broke us out of his magical hold. Elizabeth incapacitated him. Matthew would have been able to cut him down had he been free. And… well, maybe I’m kind of useless when it comes to Heziah, but I can track him.”

      Elizabeth stepped forward, and she held her fingers out as if tracing a pattern, and with a strange rippling of energy, a wall that had been next to them suddenly disappeared.

      “A facade,” she said, shaking her head. “And I hate to admit it, but it was actually pretty well done. I don’t know if I would’ve known that it was here if you hadn’t said to look for anything.”

      “Well, he is a sorcerer,” Leland said.

      “Just because he’s a sorcerer doesn’t mean that he can make a facade as well as I can,” Elizabeth said indignantly.

      “He’s not just a sorcerer,” Jonathan said. “He has more power than any typical sorcerer. So don’t feel bad.”

      Elizabeth nodded.

      It was a set of stairs, and they followed it up, Matthew taking the lead, but Jonathan was right behind. At the top, they encountered a small doorway, and they pushed it open to look out onto the street. They were in an alley in between a series of buildings that towered overhead. The ground was slick and wet, and it stank of stagnant water.

      He stepped forward, focusing on whether he could feel anything from Heziah’s magic, and when he didn’t, he moved forward, heading in the direction in which he thought that he had last felt it.

      They reached the end of the alley.

      He raised a hand, keeping the rest of his team from heading forward.

      There were sorcerers on the street. There had to be half a dozen of them. Jonathan poked his head out, knowing that Elizabeth was wrapping a facade around them, and doing so within the confines of an El’aras enchantment that would protect her use of magic and keep anybody else from detecting what she was doing.

      “Is that…” she began.

      “Heziah,” Jonathan said.

      And he was surrounded by the Society.
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      Jonathan picked his way through the street and focused on what he could feel of magic around him. The sense of it was faint and subtle, little more than a trailing of power that he had come to detect but had not yet uncovered, despite his best intentions. He had been trying to feel for sorcery but had not found anything other than traces of power.

      Losing Heziah to the Society was probably for the best. They’d captured him and escorted him off to whatever sorcerer prison the Society had, taking the shield with them. All the work we pulled on the job for nothing. In the few days that had passed since his capture, Jonathan had considered searching for where they held him but decided against it.

      He was gone and no longer the threat he’d been.

      That was all that mattered.

      He fidgeted with one of the enchantments in his pocket, tracing his finger over it as he tried to detect whether there was any need for him to use any of his enchantments. So far, Jonathan hadn’t needed to do so, but he wouldn’t put it past there being such a need, given the activity that he had seen in the city ever since Heziah’s capture. The Society had been far more active than Jonathan had seen in some time.

      A shimmering shape separated from the wall near him, and he turned to Elizabeth. “How long have you been following me?”

      She flashed a wide grin. She was dressed in all gray, which he suspected made it easier for her to create a facade that allowed her to blend in, though he wondered whether such a thing were even necessary, or whether it even mattered. Given her proficiency with such facades, he no longer knew whether she needed extra help when she did them.

      “Long enough that I would’ve expected you to have uncovered me before now. Are you getting worse?”

      He snorted, glancing along the street. A pair of soldiers marched in the distance, but they didn’t come down their way. This street was relatively quiet. A series of homes lined it, and it was narrow enough that only those who had a reason to come along the street did so—for the most part, at least.

      “I saw your facade change, so maybe I am getting worse. I should have seen it before.”

      Elizabeth frowned. “You saw it?”

      “Oh, don’t be like that. I have plenty of experience watching for facades.”

      “I thought I was getting good enough that nobody would see it when I created one,” she said, shaking her head slightly. “Maybe I’m slipping.”

      “Or maybe I just have enough experience that it doesn’t make a difference.”

      She frowned but didn’t say anything more, joining Jonathan along the street. In addition to her gray cloak, she had on the silver El’aras bracelet, along with a pair of earrings that Jonathan suspected were from the El’aras collection as well. She twisted the bracelet every so often, as if needing to have the reassurance that it was there and useful for her.

      “Have you detected anything?” Elizabeth finally asked.

      “Nothing. I was trying to see if Heziah might have stashed anything before he disappeared, but I haven’t been able to tell.” That had been the question that Jonathan had not been able to find an answer to. They didn’t know if Heziah had ditched the shield before the Society had caught him, or if he’d had it with him. And if he had, Jonathan suspected that they would have to break into the Society House again, if only for them to gather the shield, which he knew Matthew wanted. “And I don’t know what they have done with him.”

      “I’ve been watching the Society House,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan looked over, frowning. “Dangerous.”

      “I haven’t been using my facade. I’ve just been watching. Keeping an eye on them. It’s the kind of thing that you would have done, right?”

      Jonathan shrugged before nodding slowly. “I suppose it is.”

      Elizabeth grinned. “Good. I didn’t want to upset you. I figured that we needed to get some additional information about what they have been doing—if we could, at least.”

      “What have you seen?”

      “A whole lot of sorcerers heading in and out.”

      “And that’s not terribly surprising.”

      “No. I suppose not. They stay for stretches. I wonder if they’re using the sorcerers to hold him.”

      That was one possibility. Heziah was powerful enough that it might require several sorcerers at one time to confine him, though Jonathan had another thought about that.

      “They might have been after something else,” Jonathan suggested.

      “What?” she asked. “Can they remove magic from somebody?”

      Jonathan had no idea if such a thing were possible. He’d heard rumors, but he wasn’t well enough connected to the Society to know how much those rumors were true. They were probably little more than stories meant to scare those within the Society about the power that others within the Society had. But if they were real, then anybody who opposed the Society was in more danger than Jonathan would have expected. And it meant that even Jayna would be in danger if she were ever viewed as going up against the Society. Of course, Jayna would never see it like that. She was probably a faithful servant of the Society. She served the king, after all.

      “I don’t know,” Jonathan replied. “Even if they could, I wonder if they would choose not to.”

      “Why? With everything that Heziah has done, why wouldn’t they want to blast away any magic from him so that he can’t hurt them anymore?”

      “I don’t know what sort of bureaucratic layers the Society has, but I suspect they don’t do anything too quickly.” He didn’t know with any certainty. It had been his experience that such organizations tended to take a conservative approach, though. And the Society was generally conservative, if nothing else.

      They reached the end of the street, and there he leaned against a building. “I wish we knew what they were doing with him.”

      “Would it change anything?”

      “Probably not,” Jonathan said. “But it would be nice to know what they are planning. I thought about going to my sister, but I doubt Jayna is going to give me any real insight.”

      “She would want to help you, wouldn’t she? The two of you are close.”

      “Were,” Jonathan said. “We were close. And I wonder if it even matters to my sister any longer. She’s gone off, chosen her own path, and now she is doing whatever she does. Serving the kingdom, I suspect, but maybe more than that.”

      Elizabeth started to smile. “I would think that she would be interested in helping you.”

      “The problem here is I’m not sure what sort of help I’m asking for. If it has to do with getting revenge on Heziah, then I’m perfectly content with him being held by the Society. Let them deal with the challenge of containing him and confining him. If it has to do with what he was after…” Jonathan frowned as a surge of magic began to bloom. It was near enough that he could feel the energy of the sorcerer, though he didn’t see which one was there. “Well, if it has to do with this shield, then we can figure out another way to get to it.”

      “Matthew isn’t going to be very pleased,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan shook his head. In the few days since Heziah had been captured, Matthew had been searching through the city for any evidence of the shield, but as far as Jonathan had been able to tell, Matthew hadn’t uncovered any answers about it. Word of the shield had gone quiet. That wasn’t terribly surprising, as what it was and how it had been protected made it so that the shield was not something that anyone would hear much about.

      “He has his way of searching, and I have mine.”

      “Which is?”

      “Asking questions.”

      Elizabeth started to smile. “You know, the kind of questions you ask probably aren’t going to get you the answers that you want. I can’t imagine that anybody is going to talk much if they know that the Society has it.”

      “Those aren’t the questions that I’m trying to ask,” Jonathan said. What he wanted was to get to Jayna and see if Heziah had the shield on him. He had put in a request for her, trying to trigger the enchantment that she had left for him, but there had been no response from his sister. That could mean many different things, but he worried that it meant that she was choosing to ignore him. She was busy enough, and he knew that, so he didn’t think much of it, but he didn’t have to like it. “What we need to know is why the shield was in the house in the first place.”

      “Maybe it was some collectable?”

      “That seems incomplete. I’m missing something, which makes me irritated.”

      “Why? Heziah got caught, and you can’t tell me that’s not a good thing. So what if we don’t have the shield?”

      “Normally, I would agree with you,” Jonathan said. “But in this case, it’s something El’aras, and something powerful, which means that somebody brought it to the city for a reason.”

      “And with the other enchantments, along with the scepter…”

      “Exactly,” Jonathan said. He was happy that Elizabeth saw that. It was good that she recognized the danger. He hadn’t been sure if she would, but she was smart, and she had proven resourceful in ways that few people he had worked with had.

      “What reason would there be for having so many El’aras enchantments in the city?”

      “I don’t know. And if Matthew knows, he’s not saying.”

      “Why wouldn’t he?”

      “Oh, consider it his own personal issue. He struggles with his place among the El’aras.”

      “He tries to tell us that he’s not with the El’aras.”

      “He’s not,” Jonathan said, leaning forward and moving down a new street. The soldiers had moved by, and there was no sign of them any longer, which reassured him. He hadn’t felt another bloom of magic, but there was the possibility that there was a sorcerer on patrol, so he had to be ready. If nothing else, he wanted to be prepared for what he might uncover here. “But though he doesn’t like to say it, I do still feel that Matthew has a sense of unhappiness that he has been kept from the El’aras. He’s only part El’aras. And apparently, that makes a difference to them.”

      “I think it’s stupid,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan glanced over at her. She was twisting the El’aras enchantment on her wrist. “Don’t tell him you think that way.”

      “I wouldn’t. He tends to be a little touchy.”

      “I suppose if you were considered less than the people you were born into, you would feel similarly.”

      “It’s not like I had a perfect childhood,” she said. “You have to just find your own way.”

      “You go ahead and tell Matthew that.”

      She started to grin. “Maybe I will.”

      There was another burst of magic. This one was not far from where he had felt the first, only it was sustained. Jonathan focused on the distance, listening to it, and he heard the sound of boots marching.

      “What is it?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I hear something. Not sure what it is.”

      “You hear it, or you feel it?”

      “Mostly I hear it, but I can still feel the sense of magic. It’s powerful.”

      “The Society?”

      He nodded. It had to be the Society, given how potent it was and how sustained it was. Anybody else in the city trying to use that kind of power would be noticed, he figured.

      But what was it?

      Jonathan found himself drawn by that sense of power, and he followed it, glancing over at Elizabeth, who trailed after him. She was quiet, but every so often, he noticed a little shimmering of movement. It was as if she was starting to tap into her facade, but not wanting to draw it completely.

      “Be careful here,” Jonathan warned. “We don’t know how many of the Society are out there, and they don’t need to perceive either of us as a threat.”

      She looked over, and uncertainty flickered in her gaze before she nodded to him.

      He couldn’t help but be thankful he still had the ability to detect such magic even though she was using her El’aras enchantment, which should conceal it. He’d gotten better with that ability, which he was grateful for. But it was more than just that, Jonathan knew. Elizabeth had gotten better. And she was frustrated that he still picked up on aspects of her use of facades.

      “When I was taking jobs before I was imprisoned,” Jonathan said, “I worked with a mentor who was one of the most skilled sneaks that I’ve ever been around. You would have loved him.”

      “You’ve told me about him,” Elizabeth said.

      “Well, he had many of the same characteristics you have. Stubbornness,” Jonathan said, glancing over at her and smiling, “but he also had a curiosity to him. He wanted to know what was possible with his gift. Most people who can create a facade only focus on the illusion aspect.” He kept his voice quiet, trailing after the sense of magic that he detected, and began to notice activity up ahead. It wasn’t so far from them, but they had to approach it carefully so they didn’t look as if they were heading straight toward it. He couldn’t tell if it was the Society or if there was something else that drew his attention. Whatever he detected seemed to be coming from up ahead. “And when they focus on illusion, they lose sight of what else is possible. You’ve started to see the possibilities. The scepter helped, as you created something like a visual enchantment.”

      “It wasn’t an enchantment,” she said. “It was still a facade, only—”

      “Only it lingered even when you weren’t there. That’s probably similar to an enchantment, even if it’s not the same. Regardless, you have continued to progress, continued to challenge yourself so that you can find new ways of using your ability. Not only have you been doing that with preventing sound coming through your facades, but now I get the sense that you’re trying to solidify them.”

      Elizabeth nodded slowly. “Well, it seems to me that it’s just another aspect of facades. I just have to keep working at it.”

      “And I just wish that you and Grayson had been given a chance to meet. I can only imagine the trouble the two of you could’ve gotten into working together, creating your facades and challenging each other to progress and get better.”

      At this point, Jonathan wasn’t even sure if he could consider what Elizabeth did a facade anymore. There were aspects of it that were similar to the sneaks that he had spent time around, but there were other aspects that felt far different, and Jonathan was not sure what that meant for her in the long term. Perhaps nothing other than what she had already accomplished.

      “Why are you talking about this?”

      “I don’t know,” Jonathan muttered. “I think seeing Heziah get captured, and knowing that we don’t have to worry about him any longer, has started to put things into a different perspective for me, so that I am starting to think about what is next.”

      “You have a lead on another job?”

      Jonathan smiled. There came another surge of magic off in the distance, but it was faint enough that he wasn’t sure what it was. It seemed to be coming from near the edge of the city. Now when he felt it, there was a sequence of power. It had to be from multiple sorcerers, which meant that they were engaging their spell work, but doing so in a way that indicated they obviously were not concerned about anybody noticing it.

      “I’m starting to think that maybe it’s time I looked beyond another job,” Jonathan said.

      “What would you do, then? The city needs the Dragon.”

      Jonathan snorted. “The city got along quite fine without the Dragon in it during my imprisonment. Other teams took over, and I became an afterthought.”

      Elizabeth looked over at him. “Is that what you think?”

      “I know what happened. And I’m not sad about it. It’s the way of the world, Elizabeth: One person disappears. Another takes over. And we just keep moving.”

      “But that’s not the way that it has to be,” she said. “And I know that there are those within the city that are glad you’re back. Teams have a certain amount of respectability to them again.”

      “I’m not so sure that’s true.”

      “I am. If you listen, you can hear some of the other teams talking. Everything got a little wild and uncontrolled. It’s the reason that crime became a bit more prominent, though some of that might have been to do with the strangeness I’ve heard about that happened around the city, and…”

      Jonathan smiled. He loved the boost to his ego that she tried to give him, though Jonathan wasn’t sure he needed it. There was something he had seen in the time he’d been back, something that suggested there was a different kind of crime that had been taking place in the city in his absence, and that his presence had seemed to influence, but he started to wonder how much of it was his influence and how much of it was chance.

      Vileforn had tried to use a different kind of power to gain influence, and even to overthrow the king. Jonathan couldn’t care less about what happened to the king, but he had disagreed with Vileforn and what he had planned. Then there were others like Heziah, and whatever he was after. Jonathan had no idea what that was, and yet he couldn’t deny that his being in the city had presented a foil to Heziah and those that he worked with.

      “I…” He trailed off as another bloom of power began to build, though this was considerably closer. And it seemed to have a sequence to it. It was as if there was a pattern forming.

      Once again he was drawn forward, making his way along the street, and he realized where they were heading, and what he had detected. He found Elizabeth looking over, frowning at him.

      “The Society House,” Jonathan said.

      “I realize where we’re going. What I want to know is why.”

      “I don’t know. I can feel this building. I’m not sure what it is, though.” He had been focusing on what he could detect, and on the strange energy that had been drawing him forward, but he did not have any idea about why that power was out there, and Jonathan had no idea what it was that was pulling him forward—just that there were surges of magic.

      But it was those surges that he knew to be significant.

      And the sequence continued. The magic continued to roll toward them, building one surge after another, to the point where it became a continuous sensation. He focused on it, but even as he did, Jonathan could not tell what was going on.

      “Something’s happening up ahead,” Elizabeth said.

      He looked over at her. “Why don’t you conceal us? If you think you can do it without getting caught.”

      She glowered at him. “You doubt me?”

      “Mostly wanted to annoy you. I don’t doubt you.”

      “Good.”

      There was just the slightest of shimmers when the facade took hold.

      As it did, he noted that not only did the facade leave a faint tingling washing over him, but also the sounds around them shifted ever so subtly. It wasn’t significant enough that Jonathan could tell what she was doing, but it was enough that he knew that it was a response to what she had done. He could still feel magic out and around him, but even that had changed ever so subtly.

      That was impressive. The fact that she could even impact his ability to detect magic suggested a level of control and power that he had not been giving her enough credit for.

      “We should be protected,” she said.

      “Why don’t we sneak forward, get to the Society House, and—”

      Jonathan realized he didn’t have to go to the Society House.

      He saw a grouping of a dozen or more maroon-robed members of the Society marching along the street. They were just up ahead, and they marched with a bursting of power that created a ring among them. He frowned as he focused on that and wished that he had a better understanding of magic, and what he detected, but he had no idea what they were doing.

      “Come along,” he urged. “I think we can catch up to them and figure out what they’re doing.”

      “And then?”

      “I don’t know. I just want to see what it is.”

      They cut through an alleyway that Jonathan knew intersected with the street. He followed the procession, and though he couldn’t see them, Jonathan didn’t need to see them to be able to feel what was taking place. The sense of power coming off them was considerable, and it continued to build as they worked their way along the street. He looked over at Elizabeth and found her with her jaw set, concentration deep in her eyes.

      “Be ready,” Jonathan said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re going to get a chance to test how well you can shield us here pretty soon. If I’m right”—and Jonathan knew that he was right, as he had explored much of the city—“we’re going to pop out here right ahead of this procession. Then we can see what is going on.”

      He watched her, waiting for any sign that she was uncertain. If she were, he wouldn’t force her to do this. He could scout in a different way. But going with Elizabeth would give him the opportunity to get closer than he would be able to otherwise.

      She nodded.

      He slipped along the street, and they reached the end of the alley. As he had predicted, he could see the procession marching toward them.

      They were heading steadily along the street, the sense of power continuing to circle within the procession, as if the sorcerers needed to create that circling of power for some particular reason. He had no idea why or what they would need that for. But as he watched, he realized that the sorcerers were not marching in a line, as he had initially believed. He felt the power circling because there was something—someone—in the middle of the circle.

      “They’re moving Heziah,” he said.

      Elizabeth sucked in a sharp breath. “Where would they be taking him?”

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

      They stepped off to the side, watching the procession as it moved past. When it did, Jonathan saw a silver collar around Heziah’s neck, a pair of cuffs around his wrists, and chains on his ankles. Even from here, Jonathan was aware of the overwhelming power coming from those chains. Enchantments. And they were enchantments that were designed to confine power.

      “Well,” he said, “at least we know they have him walled off from his power, but I wonder if they need the sorcerers to keep the enchantments active, or if the cycle is somehow charging those enchantments to keep Heziah from breaking free.”

      “Or they’re using the enchantments to burn off his power,” Elizabeth offered.

      “I suppose that’s a possibility. It would be a brutal punishment, but maybe not undeserved.”

      As he watched, the sense of power off in the distance became clearer. And Jonathan thought that he understood. He had been meaning to go in that direction as well, eventually, as he had questions out there that he wasn’t sure he could answer in any other way.

      But standing here, feeling that power, he thought that he understood.

      “Prison,” he whispered. “They’re taking him to prison.”

      “What prison could hold somebody like him?”

      He shook his head. “Well, there probably aren’t that many, but there is one that I know of.” He looked over at her. “The same one that held me.”
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      As Jonathan and Elizabeth headed toward the tavern they used as a meeting place, Matthew slipped out of the shadows and grabbed Jonathan’s arm. The street was relatively empty in the early afternoon, with only a few stragglers making their way along it, though no carts or other traffic headed through here. The air smelled of stale ale and smoked meats, along with an undercurrent that had been present in the city more often lately.

      “Did you see it?” Matthew asked.

      “If you mean Heziah, then we saw it. I had Elizabeth with me. She shielded us,” Jonathan said, looking over at her. “And I don’t think the Society saw anything.”

      Matthew fell silent.

      “What is it? You were looking for information about the shield. Did you find anything?”

      “We need to talk,” he said, tipping his head toward the entrance to the tavern. “And not with them.”

      Elizabeth paused in the doorway, though Leland had gone inside. She looked back, a frown wrinkling her brow, and her vibrant blue eyes caught the shadows. “You don’t want me here?”

      Matthew shook his head. “That’s not it. I need to talk through things with Jonathan.”

      “Why don’t we all talk together?”

      Jonathan flicked his gaze to Matthew and shared that question, though he suspected that it had less to do with Matthew’s distrust of the rest of the team and more to do with whatever it was that he had encountered putting him on edge. Jonathan hadn’t seen Matthew like this for a while.

      “I suspect this is about more than the shield,” Jonathan said, holding Elizabeth’s gaze. She was smart enough to understand the implication—at least, he thought she was.

      She frowned at Jonathan, then turned her attention to Matthew for a moment, her gaze lingering on him. “I suppose I can keep Leland occupied for a little while, but if this has anything to do with the team, then we should all be a part of it.”

      Jonathan glanced at Matthew. They were a team. Leland might have his hesitations about the team, but that didn’t change the fact that they functioned as one, nor did it change what he felt his obligation to the rest of the team should be. And Elizabeth was right.

      “When he gets like this, I’ve learned just to accommodate him.” Jonathan glanced over at Matthew, who glowered at him. “I don’t know how long this is going to take. Hopefully, it’s not a long visit.”

      Matthew shrugged.

      “Well, maybe it will be a long visit. How about we meet back here at dusk? That gives me time to figure out whatever Matthew wants to show me.”

      “I suppose I can give you that,” Elizabeth said.

      She stepped into the tavern, lingering with the door open for a moment, letting some of the smells from within the tavern drift out. There was a heavier odor of the smoked meats, and less of the stale ale, along with some bread and even a faint floral fragrance that joined everything, practically an assault on his nostrils. When she pulled the door closed, she did so with one last nod to Jonathan.

      “She doesn’t like being kept out of things,” Jonathan said.

      “I can see that,” Matthew said. “And were it not necessary, I probably wouldn’t keep her out of it, it’s just that I am not sure how much to share yet.”

      Jonathan arched a brow at him. “It’s like that?”

      “That’s the problem. I’m not sure what it’s like. I don’t want to talk here, but I think we do need to figure out what is going on.”

      They started off, but as they did, Jonathan caught a glimpse of shimmering that suggested a facade. Was Elizabeth following them? He wouldn’t put it past her. Gods, it was possible that her going into the tavern had been little more than a facade. Matthew might be his oldest friend, but Elizabeth had gained importance on the team, and having her follow wasn’t the worst thing. That is, if that’s what she is doing.

      “What do you see?” Matthew asked.

      “I’m not sure that I see anything.”

      “She’s tagging along, isn’t she?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “You have a soft spot for that one.”

      “I want her to develop, so if that means that I have a soft spot, then maybe I do.”

      “I didn’t say a blind spot. I just mean that you have been working with her more than others that you’ve brought on.”

      “Eventually, someone’s going to have to take over in the city.”

      “So you see this as training a replacement?” Matthew arched a brow at him.

      “I’m not even sure it’s that. Grayson was more than happy to teach me what I needed to know, and he wasn’t terribly concerned about me usurping any authority from him. He wanted us to have a handle on all of the happenings in the city.”

      “Well, Grayson always wanted to be the one running all of the happenings, as you call them, in the city. Even if he didn’t appear to be the one in charge, he still wanted to know who that person was. And for a while, it was you. Maybe it still is.”

      “Maybe?” Jonathan asked.

      “You haven’t been the Dragon since you returned. Not that I’m complaining. I’m just saying that you can’t be upset if others tried to take jobs without you.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Well, let’s see about that when we get to Bartholomew.”

      They made their way through the streets, with Matthew holding his hand above the hilt of his sword, as if trying to decide whether there was an opponent he needed to attack.

      “I’ve been trying to learn how we got word of the enchantments,” Matthew said.

      “You mean, other than Bartholomew?”

      “He has to have sources, too. I just figured that I could find them, and we could target them while keeping Bartholomew out of it.”

      Jonathan appreciated that, as Bartholomew was one of their primary sources.

      “We could have involved Elizabeth and Leland,” Jonathan said. “Well, Elizabeth primarily. She has enough skill in using her facade that she could track anyone else who might be involved.”

      “Not until we have a better sense of whether it’s too dangerous for them.”

      “Matthew,” Jonathan began, clapping his friend on the shoulder and feeling him stiffen, “they’ve already gotten involved. They’ve been a part of this ever since we broke into Vileforn’s vault. We aren’t going to be able to keep them out of this.” He might be able to talk Leland into staying clear of any danger, but increasingly, he suspected that Elizabeth would want to be a part of whatever they did.

      “Maybe not this,” Matthew whispered.

      They weaved through the city, and Matthew remained quiet.

      “I couldn’t find anything,” Matthew eventually said, “so now I think we need to go to Bartholomew and learn what he knows. I was going to go by myself, but you have a better rapport with him, and I thought that he would be more amenable to answering questions if you were there.”

      “He probably won’t reveal any sources, as it endangers them. But if you want to push him, then I’m willing to go with you. But keep in mind, if we push Bartholomew, we run the risk of losing access to him and his sources.” There had been a time when that wouldn’t have been a problem, but Bartholomew had gained a measure of influence within the city. It was probably even tied to Jonathan.

      They reached Bartholomew’s shop. The shop itself was fairly simple. It was low, made of stone, and old, and likely predated the Society’s influence within the city, as most of the stone buildings did. There were rumors that many of those buildings were built by the El’aras themselves, though Jonathan was not much of a scholar or historian and didn’t care so much. There was no power in them any longer. Otherwise, he would have felt it. At least, he believed that he would have felt it.

      Jonathan looked along the street to see if Bartholomew had anybody watching it, and he noticed one man seated in a chair across the street, seemingly bored, but the man glanced in their direction. Jonathan snorted, nodding to him, before pushing open the door. “He’s got spotters.”

      “Did you think he wouldn’t?”

      “No. I figured he would. I just wanted you to be aware of them.”

      Bartholomew was a clever businessman and had his own connections that would make it so that he wouldn’t have to defend himself, though it did surprise Jonathan that he had somebody sitting so overtly. It meant there were probably other spotters that he hadn’t seen. He’d have to look for those the next time. The obvious spotter was meant to be obvious.

      When Jonathan stepped inside, he found Bartholomew already looking up. He’d been alerted. Some enchantment, he figured, though not one Jonathan had much experience with.

      “Jonathan Aguelon,” Bartholomew said. “And Matthew Veran.”

      Jonathan frowned and realized that Bartholomew wasn’t alone. A figure stood in the corner of the shop, a hood pulled up over their head. He couldn’t see much, but pale golden hair spilled out from beneath the cloak.

      “If you’re busy, we can come back.”

      “Erica was just leaving,” Bartholomew said.

      She pulled her hood back, and she looked at Bartholomew with irritation. She was petite, with full lips and pale blue eyes that swept around the shadows of the shop. “I wasn’t just leaving, though I can see I’m not wanted.” She glanced at Jonathan, her gaze sweeping from head to toe before she caught his eyes with her pale ones. “Hey. I’ve heard of you.”

      “Have you, now?”

      She straightened. She wasn’t tall, coming up to Jonathan’s chin, but she looked up at him defiantly. “Heard you got pinched a little while ago.”

      “It’s been a while,” Jonathan agreed.

      “Now you’re back. Trying to run the city, from what I hear.”

      Jonathan glanced at Bartholomew, who kept watching Erica.

      Who was this woman?

      Jonathan had not heard of her before, but she seemed confident, and more than that, she seemed to understand the workings of the city. Maybe Matthew knew of her.

      “I’m not trying to run anything,” he said.

      “No. Maybe you aren’t. Just trying to ruin it.” She pushed her way past and stepped out and away from the shop.

      “Sorry about her,” Bartholomew said when she was gone. “She’s like all of the young pups trying to make names for themselves. Thinks she’s got to challenge the big dog.” He grinned at Jonathan. Bartholomew was a large man and had a wide head, but his smile still seemed to take up most of his face. “Or Dragon, as the case may be.”

      “I’m not trying to be the big anything,” Jonathan said. “And I don’t need some challenger.”

      “You don’t have to worry about her. She runs with a different crew. Most of the time. She occasionally gets a bug up her ass and goes off on her own. Dangerous, if you ask me. It’s probably better to have a team, like you do.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the counter. “I gave you all the information that I had about your last job and haven’t heard that you have done anything—”

      “We both know that you’ve heard something,” Jonathan said, leaning on the table and smiling tightly. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have the protection outside that you do.”

      Bartholomew frowned. “I might have heard about Heziah.”

      “Might have?”

      “There isn’t all that much that happens in the city that I don’t hear about, JD.”

      “Then you know that somebody might have been informing him as well. Is there anyone in your web of informants that you don’t trust?”

      Bartholomew leaned back, and he laughed. “Anyone? Gods, JD, there are probably dozens of people that I don’t trust, which is why I use them the way that I do. I don’t want word getting out about me, or about my clients,” he said, tipping his head to Jonathan and Matthew, “because I know what you value. But getting the kind of information you have been looking for takes the right people, and unfortunately, the right people are trustworthy.”

      “Anything unusual?” Matthew asked.

      At the question, Bartholomew frowned. “What kind of unusual?”

      “Unusual enchantments,” Matthew replied.

      Matthew had to be careful here. Bartholomew was useful, but only because he provided information. The problem was that Bartholomew would most likely provide information to others as well. How much of what happened did Bartholomew know? How much of the El’aras enchantments did he know?

      “Nothing like that,” Bartholomew said. “But if there were, I don’t know that I’d be the one to hear about it. That sort of stuff goes through the Society, and I try to stay clear of that. Too much trouble, you know? I haven’t heard much about the enchantments. Just what you are looking for. And even that was difficult for me to get word of. Sort of roundabout, if you will. So now we’ve got Heziah pinched, we don’t have to worry about him, and as long as the Society keeps him trapped there, he’s not going to be able to break out.”

      “Well…” Jonathan started, watching Bartholomew.

      “Well what?”

      “You don’t know?”

      For somebody like Bartholomew, that was a high insult.

      “I’ve always been good to you, JD.”

      “I just want to make sure it stays that way. I don’t need you providing information to someone else. I get first crack at it.”

      “Of course. You’re the Dragon.”

      Jonathan held Bartholomew’s gaze until he looked away. “Heziah isn’t in the city any longer. And from the looks of it, they have him bound with enchantments that will keep him from breaking free.”

      “So he’s really gone?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “As much as somebody like him can be really gone.”

      Bartholomew let out a soft sigh. “Good.”

      His reaction surprised Jonathan. He wouldn’t have expected him to be so upset about Heziah, but maybe Bartholomew had been pressured more than Jonathan knew.

      “Is that all?” Bartholomew asked. “Did you have any other reason for stopping by?” He looked over Matthew, who still kept his hand near the hilt of his sword. “If you’re looking for a score, I might have some insight into something new.” He glanced at the door. “Erica was trying to get the first jump at it, but if you are interested, it is more along the lines of the kind of job the Dragon would pull. I want a cut of this one, but…”

      Jonathan smiled tightly. “Possibly. Let me deal with this first, unless your job is more urgent.”

      “Semi-urgent,” Bartholomew said, spreading his hands widely. “But I can wait a day or two. I’ll hold Erica off.”

      Jonathan nodded, and the two of them stepped back out of the shop. They hadn’t found anything useful. Well, other than a lead on another job, though jobs weren’t necessarily important to Jonathan and his team these days. They had enough money. But Bartholomew knew that. So the kind of job that he had might be unique, and something that would appeal to Jonathan. He would have tried to get information about it now, but he had the sense that Matthew still wanted to talk.

      “Let’s find a quieter place,” Jonathan said, “and someplace without ears.”

      He didn’t expect Bartholomew to follow and listen, but he also didn’t want to count on him not doing so. He started down the street, and they headed away from the center of the city, toward one of the more rundown sections, where the buildings had started to crumble and crack, a place not unlike where he had met Heziah when he’d forced Jonathan to work with him.

      They reached the edge of the city, and Matthew turned to him. “Something’s going on here, Jonathan. The El’aras wouldn’t move items like the shield and the scepter.”

      “What makes you think the scepter was moved?”

      “The Society wouldn’t have had it otherwise. I don’t know how long they did, but it suggests that the El’aras were moving it. And now the shield. Before that, we had that trunk of enchantments. They help us, but I don’t understand why they are moving them. That’s what I’m trying to understand.”

      He stopped in the middle of the street. The ground was hard and cracked. The cobblestones had crumbled beneath their feet, and many of the buildings were decrepit, with walls cracked and falling inward. A few clumps of dried grass grew up in sections of the street and seemed to be trying to force their way through many of the cracks, as if to reclaim the city from those who had built it.

      “What if they’re forged?” Jonathan asked. “We don’t know that they are absolutely El’aras enchantments.”

      “I would know,” Matthew said.

      “But you haven’t spent that much time with them. Maybe Heziah created them to draw us out.”

      “I don’t know if Heziah would even be capable of making something like these.”

      “Is there anybody who would be?” Jonathan asked.

      “No… at least, not that I know of. But there might be somebody that we could go to who is better connected than either of us. Besides, I need to chat with her.”

      “My sister.”

      Matthew shrugged. “Anytime we run into issues, we’ve found Jayna behind things, haven’t we?”

      Matthew wasn’t wrong. Jayna had been pulling strings, though Jonathan still didn’t know why, and he didn’t know what Jayna was fully capable of doing. He had learned that she was an incredibly powerful sorcerer, but he didn’t know what else that involved. She had proven willing to use and manipulate Jonathan into serving her goals, whatever they might be. Not only with bringing down Vileforn but also in how she had used him to get into the Society House. He still wasn’t entirely sure if that had been her plan or someone else’s, but if it had been Jayna’s…

      Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure what he would do if it had been Jayna’s plan. He needed to have a long and complicated conversation with his sister, but that had not been possible with everything that he’d been doing.

      “We can go and try to get in to see her, but I don’t know if she’s in the city. She has a way of coming and going that I can’t always follow. Maybe it’s tied to whatever powerful magic she has.”

      “Magic doesn’t teleport people,” Matthew said.

      “Like you’re some expert on magic.”

      “More than you.”

      “You know, that doesn’t take much,” Jonathan said.

      “All of us have our secrets. Some are more secret than others,” Matthew said softly.

      “There’s no shame in having power,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew looked up at him and stuffed an enchantment back into his pocket before turning and looking out and away from the city. “There is when we aren’t welcomed. We are considered nothing. Nonexistent. Do you know how that feels?”

      “No,” Jonathan said. He almost said that he understood what it was like for people to forget about him, as he had been isolated in prison and had spent years there while others had continued to live their lives, but he hadn’t been forgotten in prison. Matthew had looked for him. And Jayna had searched on his behalf—and had been responsible for getting him free.

      “I’m not considered one of the El’aras. I’m not considered human. And so I don’t know what I am.”

      “You’re Matthew Veran. You’re my friend,” Jonathan said as Matthew looked over. “And we don’t need to be so dramatic with this, Matthew. I’m sure there are some El’aras who don’t feel that way. We just have to find them.”

      “Or they have to find us,” Matthew said.

      He looked down again, and it was only then that Jonathan truly realized what it was that had been bothering Matthew. It wasn’t just about the fact that there were El’aras enchantments now in the city. That was a part of it, Jonathan suspected, but it might not be all of it.

      Matthew feared getting drawn into something he didn’t want to be a part of.

      “How do you intend to get into the palace to talk to your sister?” Matthew asked.

      Jonathan looked over, and he shrugged. “I don’t know. I figure we start by asking nicely, and if that doesn’t work, then maybe we try our usual.”

      “I’m not breaking into the palace—even if it is to see Jayna.”

      Jonathan glanced over, frowning. “What do you mean by that?”

      Matthew just shrugged.

      “You leave my sister alone.”

      “Well, get us into the palace so that we can talk to her, and then I will.”

      Jonathan looked off into the distance. He could see the palace from where they stood, as it loomed over the city. Even more so than the Society House did. There was an occasional sense of magic coming from it, but not nearly as potently as it came from the Society House.

      Maybe they would find answers there.

      But why did everything that had happened to him since his return to the city seem to be tied to his sister? Maybe that was the real answer he needed.
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      Jonathan approached the palace slowly with Matthew moving alongside him. He was quiet, though Jonathan understood the reason for his silence. The palace itself had a bit of energy to it, and as they neared, he became increasingly aware of the magic that he detected within it, a tingling sort of energy that washed over his skin. It wasn’t quite as pronounced as it had been near the Society House, but still enough to warn him of the sorcery presence inside. And hopefully Jayna.

      “What’s your plan?” Matthew asked, glancing over at Jonathan. “You aren’t going to be able to just walk in and demand to see her.”

      “No,” he said, patting his pocket, where he kept the enchantment that his sister had given him. He knew that she could track it, and he wasn’t terribly concerned that she would follow him everywhere he went. “I think she’ll realize I’m here, and ultimately will come and see me.”

      “You’re making assumptions. That’s not typical for you, Jonathan.”

      “When it comes to my sister, I don’t have a great deal of confidence. All I have is assumptions.”

      Ever since he had come to the city and learned that his sister had a presence here, he had found himself surprised by how deeply Jayna had become buried in the workings of the city. Not only had she had an instrumental role with Vileforn—Jonathan’s first target in the city—but she also had an important position with the king, serving him in some manner that Jonathan still had not fully grasped. And there was the simple fact of her being far more powerful than he had expected her to be. She was more than a sorcerer, but Jonathan didn’t know what that meant. Not yet.

      “I feel the same way about her,” Matthew admitted. “Every time I see her, I feel like I should remember something more than what I do. It’s almost like the two of us spent some time together recently, but I can’t recall it.” His brow furrowed slightly. “I have vague memories of seeing her, but every so often, it’s almost like there are other memories that are there that want to come out but can’t. I don’t understand it.”

      “Why would that be?”

      Matthew hesitated as they walked along the street running along the wall that surrounded the palace. “I think if I hadn’t seen you again, maybe I would’ve forgotten about all of it. Maybe none of that would’ve been a problem for me, but working with you and spending time with you—and maybe even seeing her—makes it so everything starts drifting back. It’s difficult to even piece together what happened. Does that make sense?”

      “Not really,” Jonathan said.

      “It’s almost like I spent time with her, but that time was hazy and little more than a blur. I feel like I should remember something more, but it’s not there.”

      “Could she have used magic on you so you wouldn’t remember?”

      “That’s horrific,” Matthew said.

      “Horrific or not, is it possible?”

      Matthew was far better connected to the world of possibilities that were involved with enchantments than Jonathan was. He had a few ideas about what was possible, but usually Matthew was the one who provided the most insight.

      “I suppose it’s possible. It would take somebody with considerable power to create an enchantment like that. A sorcerer, most likely.”

      “You don’t think that any enchanter would be capable of it?”

      Matthew looked along one of the streets, and Jonathan followed the direction of his gaze. There were several shops nearby that suggested they sold magical items. This close to the palace, many of the shops didn’t advertise the types of items that they sold quite as openly as they did farther away from the palace. It wasn’t forbidden to sell magical items—and enchantments in particular—but close to the palace, there was a level of discretion involved.

      “I don’t know,” Matthew said. “It’s been my experience that enchanters are surprising with what they’re capable of making. Sometimes they can use their understanding of different enchantments to create things with a far greater focus than sorcerers can, and with far less effort. But what you’re talking about is something that would be highly specialized.”

      “Actually, what you’re talking about is something that would be highly specialized.”

      “Whatever,” Matthew said. “I just don’t see how any enchanter would be able to do that.”

      “Do you think Jayna could have done it?” Jonathan asked.

      “She’s your sister.”

      “She’s my sister, but do you think she could have done it? From what you’ve seen of her, what you’ve experienced, do you think it’s possible?”

      Matthew fell silent as they continued making their way along the street, and when he finally spoke, he did so slowly and deliberately, as if he was afraid to upset Jonathan. “She is challenging to pinpoint. Everything I’ve seen from Jayna suggests that she has considerable power, but when I watch her—”

      Jonathan arched a brow at him, and Matthew shrugged.

      “I’m going to watch her, Jonathan, if only so that I can make sure that she isn’t trying to manipulate us into a different position. Anyway, when I watch her, she doesn’t strike me as somebody who’s as fully embedded within the Society as I would’ve expected.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “She rarely goes to the Society House. Others of rank—and if she’s in the palace, you have to assume she has some rank—are at the Society House often. Why do you think that is?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t know. And maybe it doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters,” Matthew said. “That’s the problem. You overlook your sister.”

      “I’m not overlooking her.”

      “I’m not saying you underestimate her. Well, maybe that’s what I am saying. You don’t view her as a potential threat.”

      “This is Jayna,” Jonathan said.

      “And you don’t think Jayna could do anything dangerous? Think about what she did to you.”

      “You mean other than getting me out of prison and—”

      “And using you for Vileforn. You don’t even know if she was responsible for what happened with Heziah on the last job.”

      Jonathan let out a frustrated sigh, and he squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. Matthew was right. He didn’t know how much of that Jayna was involved in. It was possible that she had been manipulating him like some piece on a game board for longer than he realized. Given that this was his sister, he would have a blind spot for her. He wouldn’t necessarily know, given that Jayna had always needed his help before. At least, he had always believed that Jayna had needed his help. Maybe she never had.

      “Maybe I should let you lead the questioning,” Jonathan said. “It might force her to tell the truth.”

      Matthew arched a brow. “She’s not going to like that, either.”

      “Maybe you lead with having memories of her. See how she reacts.”

      “Now you think she’s responsible for what happened?”

      “Didn’t you tell me that you don’t know if she is or not?”

      “I said I can’t tell. I don’t know.”

      Jonathan turned back to the street, tearing his gaze away from the line of shops that were arranged on the intersecting road, and made his way forward. “I have to stop viewing her as the little sister I knew growing up. I have to stop thinking about her the way I did when I was trying to bring her onto the team.”

      “You do,” Matthew said.

      “I have to remember that she has had different experiences over the last five years that I can’t even account for. Unless she decides to bring us in.” There was that possibility as well. If he could prove himself to his sister…

      Jonathan started smiling, and that elicited a strange expression from Matthew. Here he was, trying to think about how he could prove himself to his little sister, the same person that he had hoped would want to prove herself to him so many years ago, back when he’d thought that she could be useful on jobs they could work together. With her magical talent, Jonathan had hoped that he would help her train and become more skilled as an enchanter, but as it had become clearer and clearer that she had more than just an enchanter’s abilities, he had known that he couldn’t keep her on his team. She’d had much greater potential than that. And if he had kept her on his team, he would only have restricted her growth. That was something that Jonathan very much didn’t want to do. She was his sister, and he cared for her, regardless of what kind of power she might possess. He hoped she still felt the same way about him and was willing to protect him rather than try to use him.

      They reached the gate leading into the palace. A pair of soldiers stood guard on either side, and the marks on their armor, including their helms, suggested that they had enchantments worked into them. It would be difficult to fight their way past, though if anybody could do it, it would be Matthew, especially now that Matthew carried enchantments on him and used them to accentuate his own natural advantages.

      “What do you propose?” Matthew asked. “I have a hard time thinking you actually intend to attempt a break-in. Not that I would be opposed, though I think our likelihood of getting into the palace would be somewhat low without extensive planning.”

      “What I’m thinking isn’t quite as complicated. I think we stick with simple.”

      Jonathan affected a broad smile and strode forward. His cloak was of an expensive cut, and he was otherwise unarmed, which made him less threatening. He strode straight toward the guards as if he had every right to be here. When the guards turned, twisting the staffs they carried and blocking him from entering, Jonathan looked affronted. “I’m here for a meeting. You would interfere?”

      One of the men, tall and muscular, with black hair and deep-set eyes, looked at Jonathan with a deep frown before turning and flicking his gaze to Matthew. “No meetings today.”

      “I’m afraid you must be mistaken. One of the king’s sorcerers herself sent word to me. Jayna Aguelon.”

      The change in the man was immediate. His expression shifted, and there was a flicker of what looked to be nervousness that crossed his eyes. He shared a glance with the other man.

      Without saying a word, he turned, opened the gate, and hurried inside. The other man positioned himself in front of the gate, turning his staff so that he blocked Jonathan and Matthew from getting through. With one man, Jonathan had to at least think they might be able to overpower him, but doing so, especially in the daylight, would pose challenges and would probably draw the wrong kind of attention. If Jayna learned what he had done—were he to have done it—it would only upset her.

      “That’s not the reaction I expected,” Matthew said.

      “It’s the reaction I expected,” Jonathan said, making a point of keeping his voice raised loud enough for the soldier to hear him.

      They didn’t have to wait long. The soldier came jogging back, the enchanted armor obviously heavy, but the enchantments worked upon it would make it easier for him to carry. He took up his position once again outside the gate, and they positioned their staffs so that they blocked Jonathan and Matthew from entering.

      “Well?” Jonathan said.

      “Someone will be with you shortly,” the man said.

      Jonathan looked at Matthew and frowned. Someone? That didn’t sound like it was going to be Jayna, so who was this someone, and what did that mean for Jonathan?

      He stood for a moment, holding his hands in front of him, and he watched the gate, looking through it and trying to see to the palace. When the door opened in the distance, he saw a flash of maroon robes, and he smiled to himself. It had to be Jayna. But as the figure came closer, he realized that it wasn’t his sister. It was a sorcerer, but there was no sign of the bright red hair.

      The gate opened, and the sorcerer strode out. She had golden hair, severe features, and an angry tilt to her jaw. Jonathan’s skin tightened immediately as he felt the effect of whatever magic she was holding on to, and he sensed Matthew reaching for his El’aras necklace as if to inactivate any power that the sorcerer might use.

      “I understand you came for a meeting with Jayna Aguelon,” the woman said.

      Jonathan tipped his head politely. He didn’t know who this woman was, but the way that she had said Jayna’s name suggested that she didn’t care for her.

      Palace politics?

      That wasn’t terribly surprising, but Jayna was usually skillful enough to avoid that sort of thing. At least, he had always believed that she was skilled enough to avoid palace politics. Politics in general. She had managed to manipulate him into taking whatever role she had wanted of him, so it would be surprising if she weren’t able to maneuver among other sorcerers.

      “I did,” Jonathan said. “Unfortunately, she sent word to me a week or so ago, and it has taken me some time to arrange transport to the city. The roads are dangerous. You’ve seen what happened outside of the city.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed tightly.

      There had been rumors about something taking place outside the city. Jonathan didn’t know much about it, only that the Society had been involved, though not really what they had been doing. There had been extensive magic used, but by the time he had gone to see what it was, there had been little more than a smoking section of ground. Some magical experimentation, he figured.

      “You can tell me what she asked to meet with you about.”

      Jonathan affected a look of confusion. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t entirely certain why she summoned me here. I had petitioned her for help with a personal matter, and she sent word that I should see her here.”

      The sorcerer frowned. “And she didn’t give you a time or a day or anything more specific?”

      “Unfortunately, she did not. She simply told me to present myself at the gates, and I would be permitted to meet with her—”

      The sorcerer began to turn, immediately heading back inside. She raised her hand, waving it. “She’s not here. I can’t tell you when she will return. There are plenty of other sorcerers in the city who may be able to help you.”

      “You can’t tell me where she went?”

      The woman paused with her hand on the gate and shook her head. “Try the Society House.”

      And with that, she stepped inside the gate, closing it, leaving Jonathan facing the two soldiers. They positioned themselves such that neither man would move, and so Jonathan couldn’t even see much through the gate.

      He completed the act of looking confused and then backed away, turning to Matthew. “That was—”

      “Strange,” Matthew said, keeping his voice pitched low. “And it seems to me that sorcerer didn’t care very much for your sister.”

      “That’s how it seemed to me. She came out because she wants to know where Jayna has gone.”

      “New questions for us,” Matthew muttered.

      “Maybe not for us. I don’t need to get involved in the kinds of things that Jayna is involved in. Gods, I don’t even know if I even can get involved in the kinds of things that she’s involved in.”

      The idea that his sister had the kind of power that could take on somebody like Heziah—and not have any concern about it—still left him surprised, but he also understood where he fit in the grand scheme of things. He was a thief. A good thief. Well, at times he was a great thief. But that didn’t mean that he was anything more than just a thief. He was not meant to get involved in anything greater than that.

      He looked around. “We should return to the tavern,” he said, looking along the street. “Elizabeth and Leland will be waiting for us.”

      “They’ll be fine,” Matthew said. “And I can see that look in your eyes. It’s the one that suggests that you have questions, and you aren’t going to be content without answers.”

      “I don’t know how to get the answers I want.”

      “Why don’t we do as the sorcerer suggested? We go to the Society House.”

      Jonathan smiled tightly. “We just walk in?”

      “Well, not just walk in, but we present ourselves and ask for anyone who might know of her. Why shouldn’t we? We know that Jayna is a part of the Society, and we know she isn’t at the palace, so it’s possible she’s there, but more likely is that there is somebody else within the Society House who might know of what happened to her. And if they do…”

      “And if anybody recognizes us?”

      “No one is going to think that the team that broke into the Society House, attacked several sorcerers and escaped would return to the Society House.”

      It was audacious, and the kind of thing that would actually go overlooked by the sorcerers. They were overly confident. It was part of the reason that Jonathan had not been afraid to stay in the city, despite knowing that doing so posed some danger. Now he thought he needed to visit the Society House and check on Jayna.

      And so they made their way through the city and reached the Society House, pausing in front of the blue slate roof, looking at it in the fading daylight. It felt like so much had happened today, and now he had a very different set of questions than he’d had before they had started.

      “Maybe it would be better if we had Leland here.”

      “I’m sure Leland would be more than happy to help us, but if this has to do with your sister, we should just dig into it on our own. We don’t want to draw the others into this until we know what we are dealing with, especially until we know if there’s anything that we have to be concerned about for them.”

      Jonathan had other reasons to think of leaving both Leland and Elizabeth behind, though he doubted he needed to explain them to Matthew. He probably understood. Elizabeth should be kept away from the Society simply because he wanted to limit her exposure to them, especially as she grew increasingly competent. Leland needed to stay away because he had prior experience with the Society, but also because Jonathan wasn’t entirely sure how Leland felt about continuing to participate in the jobs that they had been doing.

      The door to the wall surrounding the Society House opened. Three men came out, and they looked over at Jonathan and Matthew, but only briefly. Jonathan tipped his head politely, and then he darted forward, grabbing the door, and Matthew followed. They reached the entrance to the Society House, a massive oak door that was deeply stained and marked with various symbols that suggested the powerful enchantments that were etched into it. The sense of magic radiated everywhere around Jonathan, to the point where he could feel nothing else.

      Then the door came open.

      A youngish-looking man peered out. He was wearing the robes of the Society House, and his dark brown hair hung into his eyes. “Jay—oh, I’m sorry.”

      Jonathan frowned. “Wait. I’ve seen you before.”

      The man looked up, studying Jonathan for a moment, blinking. “Well, if you’ve been to the Society House before, it’s possible that you have seen me.”

      “No. I’ve seen you with my sister. Jayna Aguelon.”

      That elicited a slight blank expression, but it looked as if the young man was trying to hide the fact that he recognized Jayna’s name.

      “The same person that you thought you were greeting when the door came open. I’m curious why.”

      The man frowned. “As am I,” he muttered. He glanced over at Matthew, and his brow furrowed even more. “You must be Jonathan. I’ve heard much about you.”

      “Do you know where she is?” Jonathan asked.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t. I’ve lost track of her.” He rubbed the back of his head, and Jonathan frowned at the comment. “I felt something that was similar to her magic, and given that she’s been gone for a while, I thought that maybe she had returned, and I had a question for her.”

      “You must mean the enchantment she gave me,” Jonathan said, fishing it out of his pocket and holding it up.

      The sorcerer looked at it for a moment before nodding. “That’s probably all I felt.”

      Jonathan shouldn’t be surprised that the sorcerers had a way of detecting magic. But having it confirmed so casually surprised him. “I don’t suppose you know where she might be?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t have an answer for you. She has been dealing with a few things on her own.”

      “Like in the palace?” Jonathan explained the woman.

      The sorcerer’s brow darkened. “That would be Karina,” the man said.

      “And what about you?”

      “My name is Char. I’ve been friends with Jayna since we entered the Academy together.”

      That must have been where Jonathan had seen him before. It had been a while, though. He had followed his sister when she’d first entered the Academy, wanting to see what she was doing, and whom she spent time with, though he hadn’t expected there to be any danger for her. It was the Academy, after all, and she was gifted.

      “I’m looking for her. I’ve had something come up.”

      “I will let her know that you’re looking for her. But given that we’re talking about Jayna, she probably already knows. She’s been dealing with a few things, after all.”

      “Are they the same sorts of things that the Society has been dealing with?” Jonathan let the words hang in the air, curious about whether Char would acknowledge that the Society had moved Heziah. When he said nothing, Jonathan shrugged. “There have been sightings recently of a dangerous sorcerer. Well, a Toral. He goes by the name of Heziah.”

      The man flicked his gaze around before settling it back on Jonathan. “How did you hear about that?”

      “I might’ve had my own interaction with him. It’s good that the Society has finally dealt with him,” Jonathan added, waving his hand as Char seemed to grow alarmed. “Jayna knew about him but didn’t think of him as much of a threat. He was after items of El’aras power.” He watched Char as he mentioned the El’aras. “Do you know if she has been dealing with anything El’aras?”

      Char’s mouth tightened ever so slightly, as if he wanted to suppress his surprise. “Well, there is one particular El’aras that she has been working with. I don’t know much about him, other than that he is dangerous. Not that he’d harm her, though when they first met, I thought Jayna was going to kill him.”

      “She was going to kill a powerful El’aras?”

      “Well, if you know Jayna…”

      Increasingly, Jonathan felt like he did not know Jayna.

      “Anyway,” Char said, “I really need to return to my work. I’m sorry that I can’t be of much help to you.”

      “That’s fine,” Jonathan said carefully. “You’ve been help enough.”

      Char pulled the door closed, and Jonathan stood on the doorstep of the Society House, still not having entered it officially in the correct way. He turned and followed Matthew back onto the street.

      “Well?” Matthew asked.

      “We’ve learned a few things. And it’s time for us to dig. Jayna knows of the El’aras, and she’s been working with one. We need to figure out who that is, and why. That might explain what’s been going on with the El’aras items in the city.”

      “I have a hard time thinking that Jayna is responsible for the scepter and the shield.”

      “There was a time when I would’ve said the same thing, but now I don’t know. Which is the reason that I would like the two of us to see what we might uncover about her.”

      “Just the two of us?” Matthew asked.

      “Fine. We can involve the team. But only if they want to be involved.”

      Matthew watched the Society House, the troubled look in his eyes familiar to Jonathan, but Jonathan didn’t have any answer for his friend, despite wishing that there were something that he could say to him about what was going on, and why it all seemed to revolve around the El’aras. Whatever was taking place, he knew that Matthew would want to be a part of it, but increasingly, Jonathan thought that he would need to be a part of it, too.
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      The city was quiet. There were times when Jonathan traveled through the city when he felt a vibrancy and an energy, but now was not one of them.

      He’d been focusing on whether there was any power around him while awaiting Matthew checking on a few sources. There had been some strange surges of energy around the city lately that he did not fully understand, but Jonathan thought he needed to find some way to do so. In the distance, a tendril of smoke swirled and curled, and Jonathan found himself drawn by it, along with the vague sense of power that came from it. He didn’t know what it was, nor did he know why he should feel it, only that something outside the city was radiating a magical sense.

      Then again, there were plenty of great powers outside the city. Even in the city, there were plenty of great powers that he wanted nothing to do with and would love to avoid altogether, despite how he might have been drawn into involvement with them so far. He wanted to live his life, avoid getting caught up in things that were beyond him, but it seemed as if other things—and people, he had to acknowledge, especially his sister—conspired to involve him.

      In the time since Jonathan had returned to the city, there had been strangeness that had happened here. Much of it was magical, and so Jonathan tried to stay out of it. There were rumors about the heads of the Society—the Fates, as they were called—no longer guiding the Society. He’d wondered if Jayna had a hand in that, but had never wanted to question her about it, as even if she did, there was not a whole lot Jonathan could do. He didn’t have that kind of power. And he didn’t particularly care.

      But there was strange magic. It occasionally irritated him, but more often than not, he chose to ignore it. Tonight was different.

      Another surge of magic came from off in the distance.

      He reached the edge of the city. The smoke drifted in the distance. He liked coming out here. It was quiet in this part of the city, and it reminded him of when he had been in prison. The solitude and silence were about the only good aspects of that time, not that he would ever admit to feeling that way. No one wanted to claim that anything was a good aspect of prison.

      The sense of magic didn’t return. He listened to the creak of carts, the occasional shout in the distance, a pounding that came from a blacksmith, and the general sounds of the city. There was nothing else. There was no sense of power out here, and he didn’t detect anything else to suggest a danger that was out here, though he believed there had to be something.

      He looked up at the sky. The moon was full, and the night began to fall in full, a darkness beginning to spread, and from that he felt a vibrancy, along with an urgency, that tended to come for him in the night. It came because he recognized the darkness, and he recognized his place within it. Jonathan was a creature of the night, though thinking of it in those terms made him feel like some sort of monster rather than simply a man who preferred to operate in the darkness and the shadows.

      Another burst of magic came. This time, it came from deeper in the city. Jonathan listened, waiting for the sense of it to reoccur, but when it did not, he took a deep breath and started heading back into the city. Within the city, magic explosions were not uncommon. Bursts of power came often enough, because this was a place where the Society and the enchanters, along with others, had power. It was a place where few feared any repercussions for using magic. It was how things should be, though unfortunately, they were not as often as they should be.

      Matthew was looking for more information about the El’aras, and though Jonathan had offered to go with him, he understood that there were certain things Matthew needed to do on his own. More than that, there were certain resources Matthew had that he didn’t want to share, even with Jonathan.

      It felt as if there was a power that was drawing Jonathan out to this part of the city. It was a strange thing for him to be aware of, but it was stranger still that he didn’t really mind. In some way, it reminded him of when he had wandered the city with Grayson. There had been quite a few times when he’d detected a twinge of magic, and Grayson would comment on it, as if testing him.

      As the occasional bursts of power built around him, he couldn’t help but wonder if this was the Society or if this came from enchantments. Strangely, it seemed there was a focus to the power, as if it were guiding him at times. He felt himself pulled along, though he suspected it was mostly his imagination and just the sense of magic that existed in the city.

      He paused at one shop that sold enchantments. Something about the building seemed to call to him, though Jonathan wasn’t sure why that should be. It wasn’t that he felt an overwhelming sense of magic, though up close he was aware of it and could feel some aspect of power coming from the building, as if it were constructed out of some sort of enchantment. He doubted it.

      He felt power here, though. Some of the power that he felt seemed to be the same energy that had drawn him. Why here, though?

      It was a dingy building on the outskirts of the city, but the enchanters who worked in this part of the city were rumored to be quite skilled. He didn’t remember seeing this building before, though some aspect of it struck him as familiar. Curiosity got the better of Jonathan.

      Once inside, he wandered the rows of shelves, filled with various artifacts and relics, all of them bearing the various enchanters’ markings. Each item was made by a different enchanter, something he could tell from the different symbols on each of them.

      The shop was otherwise empty, and though he made his way along rows of shelves, he kept his head down, trying to avoid drawing any attention, until he saw an older woman come creeping around the counter, looking over at him and frowning.

      “Are you here to search, or are you here to buy?”

      Her voice creaked, and he flicked his gaze over her, taking in the ring on one finger, the pendant hanging from her neck, and even the weaving of an enchantment into her hair. That one was far more complicated, given the way that it was bound into her hair such that it disappeared.

      “To look,” he said, and he flashed a grin, though he wasn’t sure that she would return it.

      This wasn’t at all what he had thought he would find. Having been drawn to this section of the city, and presumably even this shop, he had thought that he might find a better collection of enchantments. It might be best that he leave and rejoin his team.

      “To look. A man like you out in this part of the city isn’t just looking, is he? A man like you is obviously coming to shop. Just tell me what you’re looking for, and I can guide you,” she said. She clicked her tongue in irritation and then turned, sweeping her hand around the inside of her shop. “I can tell that you have an interest in something. Everything here is available for a price, and if there is anything in particular that you are looking for, as I said, you just have to tell me.”

      “How many of these are made locally?”

      The woman grabbed a long, slender piece of what looked like carved bone and tapped it on the floor. It gave a sharp crack. The air rippled for a moment. It carried with it the energy of an enchantment and washed over Jonathan. He braced himself, but almost too late. He hadn’t anticipated that she was going to use an enchantment against him. This one was strange. He wasn’t sure why she would have suddenly done that, but he also wasn’t sure what purpose there was for the enchantment.

      “These items are sold by those who bring them to me to market.”

      “And you take a cut?”

      She scowled at him. “I don’t do it out of the goodness of my heart. It’s a reasonable cut. Not so much that they lose out on their own wealth—not that I would imagine you to be concerned about any of our kind. But they make more than they would if they had to set up a shop and deal with foot traffic.”

      Jonathan looked around, and he had a hard time trying to figure out why they would do better here rather than on their own, though perhaps it was tied to the fact that they wouldn’t need to waste time trying to sell while they could be busy making enchantments.

      “I’d be interested in something useful.”

      “Useful depends upon your perspective,” she said. “And useful depends upon what you believe is important.”

      “I need something functional,” Jonathan said.

      “Yes. Yes. Of course you do. Most people like purpose behind their enchantments.” She snorted, as if he had just said something absolutely ridiculous, though he may have.

      Jonathan wasn’t sure what else she might be capable of doing, but she also didn’t seem to be trying to push him toward one path or another.

      “I’m looking for something that is defensive but would also have an ability to be offensive.”

      He might as well be honest with her about what he needed, as there were times when he wanted specific enchantments that he couldn’t find from the sorcerers around the city, regardless of how much he paid.

      The woman paused while holding the section of bone, smacking it into her palm. It was slender enough that it looked as if it should shatter, but it did not. There were markings along the surface of it, all of them enchantments, he knew, and all of them tied to the kind of power that would be involved in that. She frowned at him. “What kind of work do you do, Mr.…?”

      “Aguelon,” he said. There was no point in hiding his identity, as enough people in the city recognized him, and he had no intention of trying to start things off with someone like this on the wrong foot. He had a distinct sense that she would identify a lie. Maybe she had an enchantment for that as well.

      “Aguelon. That’s an interesting name. Not a local name, is it?”

      “Well, not originally, but I have spent quite a bit of time in the city.”

      “Is that right? And yet this is your first time in my shop.”

      “It is. It’s actually the first time I’ve seen your shop.”

      “Well, a place like this doesn’t always get noticed by those who aren’t looking.” She scanned the shelving before turning back to Jonathan. “You still haven’t told me what kind of work you do.”

      “I deal with financial transactions,” Jonathan said.

      She arched a brow, then smacked the rod down on her palm again. “And by that, you mean you’re a thief.”

      He shrugged.

      “Perhaps I have heard the name Aguelon. I think it’s been a while, though.”

      “I’ve been away for a while. But I’ve been back for a while now as well.”

      “So you need something to help you in case you get into a little trouble. That’s what you’re looking for?”

      “Well, I only came in here because your shop looked interesting, but if you have anything that might be useful, I’m more than happy to consider it.” He flashed a smile. “That’s one of the benefits of my job, after all. I have to be prepared for all eventualities.” Jonathan wanted to be as charming as possible, but unfortunately, he didn’t know if he was pulling off the charm as well as he wanted. She was watching him in a way that made him think that she was not nearly as impressed with him as he typically preferred.

      She snorted. “Benefits. You’re looking for something to help you take from someone else.”

      “I only take from those who deserve it,” he said.

      She watched him again. “Perhaps you do.”

      The comment left him wondering if she knew more about him than he realized.

      The Dragon had a reputation. Jonathan didn’t mind that reputation, most of the time.

      “I think you should try this,” the woman said, handing him a strange triangular ring. Each side had a different shape to it. One side seemed almost to be a twisting spiral. Another was almost cylindrical. And the third one was somewhat square, with ridges etched into it. Jonathan couldn’t see the markings upon it, but he could feel them with his fingertip. It was a well-crafted enchantment, which suggested somebody with real talent had formed it.

      “Just one?”

      “I would start with one, and you can decide if you appreciate the value of what I’m selling, and then we can continue to have a conversation.”

      “I’d be in the market for more enchantments,” he said.

      “I do things a little differently here, Mr. Aguelon. I offer you something that might be beneficial, and then you provide me with something beneficial.”

      He frowned at her. “You don’t just sell these?”

      “Sell? Why, this is a trade shop.”

      He looked around. “So all of these enchantments have been traded to you for…”

      “For something another person found valuable. If you find this useful, you return and bring something that you believe will be useful for someone else.”

      Jonathan snorted. “Just like that? Just make a trade, without really having an idea of what this will do?”

      “You decide the trade value, Mr. Aguelon. If it’s of value to you, you return something in kind, and then you receive something in kind. A cycle, if you will. If you find that it is not valuable, then you still return, but you bring me something of lesser value. You see?”

      “I don’t see how that benefits you.”

      “Perhaps because you’re shortsighted.” She smacked the long rod on her palm again, and she looked at Jonathan, watching him and seeming to wait for him to respond.

      “So I take this. I use it. And if I find that it is of any value to me, I bring you something of similar worth?”

      “Something you believe is of similar worth. I can’t decide what it is, and yet it is often something I will find valuable in ways that you do not. So do we have a deal?”

      It was a strange system, but he found himself compelled enough that he wanted to agree, if only so that he could find out what this enchantment was. “What does it do?”

      “There are three symbols on it,” she said, her tone shifting, “and you activate a different effect based on which of them you choose. I suspect that you will figure out a way to make it useful to you. There are many different things that you can use a device like this for.” She hesitated and shrugged for a moment. “Like I said, if it is not useful to you, then you bring me something of lesser value. If it is useful, then we will talk.”

      He smiled. He took the item, traced his finger along it, and wondered what it might do. “We have a deal.”

      She smiled tightly. “I thought we might.”
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      He was almost to the tavern when Jonathan saw three people making their way along the street, followed by a fourth. Jonathan hesitated for a moment, and he began to watch, curiosity getting the better of him. It was obvious to him what was taking place here, even if it wasn’t obvious to the three others, who were pausing periodically before turning and looking around. He couldn’t tell what they were scouting, but they were definitely scouting something.

      Three of them were dressed in dark jackets and pants, not uncommon for men thinking to pull a job under the cover of night. None of them looked to be armed. One had a long, heavy cloak covering him, and weapons could be hidden beneath it. But that wasn’t the only danger when it came to such things. The other was the possibility of unseen enchantments. He didn’t detect any sense of magic from them. When it came to enchantments, though, anything that he might feel would be subtle, and it would be unlikely that he could determine anything from it.

      It was the fourth person that left him the most curious. He couldn’t tell what they were doing, only that they trailed after the others and were dressed a little differently as well. They were smaller, slightly more petite, and he noticed a bit of pale hair poking free from the cloak.

      This fourth person carried something with them, though Jonathan couldn’t tell what it was. It looked something like a weapon, in that they held it in an outstretched hand, pointing it toward the others, but it wasn’t a crossbow or any short-range weapon like that.

      Some sort of enchantment?

      Jonathan detected no sense of magic from this person, which made any enchantment unlikely unless it came from the El’aras, and El’aras enchantments were rare enough that he didn’t expect that many people to have access to them.

      Jonathan watched for a little while before tearing his gaze away. He wasn’t going to interrupt another team at work. That would bring the wrong kind of attention to the Dragon. Instead, he turned and started back toward the tavern. When he reached an intersecting street, he glanced back one more time, only to see the trailing figure glancing in his direction. Only then did he detect a surge of power, a washing of magical sense that suggested the energy had burst out, but then it faded again.

      So much for thinking that what he had sensed was coming from some undetectable enchantment. Matthew’s comment about him no longer being the Dragon had stuck with him. It shouldn’t bother him, but the prideful part of him struggled with it. Maybe he did mind losing that connection more than he let on. He had been the Dragon, and that was what he had pinned his identity to. Was that what he still wanted to be, though?

      What he really needed was to decide. That and maybe finally leave the city, though this time on his terms.

      He hesitated a moment at the door to the tavern, looking along the street. There were a few others out in the night. It was late enough now that he wouldn’t expect many people to be out, though saw pairs of people, typically couples, working their way along the street before disappearing.

      It was a different story inside the tavern. It was crowded.

      The food and drink here were good. And the music was often boisterous and happy, enough so that Jonathan enjoyed this place more than so many others that he had visited in the time since he had been freed from prison. He swept his gaze around the inside of the tavern for a moment until he caught sight of Leland and Elizabeth sitting alone at a table, a stack of cards resting between them.

      Jonathan hurried over, pulled out a chair and sank down, waving to Maggie, a young waitress that he had come to know in the time that he had been visiting this place.

      “What’s the game?” he asked his companions.

      “Well,” Elizabeth began, “Leland tried to teach me something complicated from his home, but seeing as how I’m not particularly skilled at cards, I wanted to play war.”

      “That’s it?”

      “She is terrible,” Leland said. “It’s almost like she’s never seen anybody playing before.”

      “I haven’t seen anybody playing before,” she said, laughing. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and grabbed her drink, tipping it back and taking a long sip of what looked to be wine in a dark ceramic mug.

      “Just because you haven’t seen anybody playing before doesn’t mean that you can’t sit with me and learn a game. I’m happy to teach you.”

      “I’ve been a little distracted by other things that I need to learn,” she said, flashing another smile at him before reaching across and patting him on the arm. “Besides, don’t worry. I am sure that Jonathan or Matthew would be more than happy to play your little game with you.”

      He grunted. “I’m sure they would be, but I wanted to teach you.”

      She frowned. “What does it matter if you teach me?”

      “I just want you to know some of the games that are being played around you so that you know them as well.”

      She looked over at Jonathan, smirking at him. “Can you believe that?”

      “I can,” Jonathan said, grabbing the stack of discarded cards. He shuffled them briefly and flashed a smile at Maggie as she brought over a mug of ale and set it on the table in front of him. “Because I once wanted to know the same. You’re still pretty young, and depending upon what you decide to do with your time—and money,” he added, dropping his voice a little bit, as he didn’t want too many people knowing how much money the team had brought in, and he certainly didn’t want to raise attention and put Elizabeth in any danger, “you can decide what kinds of jobs you’ll take. You probably don’t have to take any of them, if you don’t want to, but again, you are young.” Jonathan shrugged. “And from what I’ve seen, you are interested in continuing to work and learn the trade, which suggests to me that you will keep working regardless of how much money you have.”

      “Well, there isn’t any point in me quitting. I like what I do. I like having a chance to find things that I wouldn’t necessarily be able to acquire, and I like the challenge.”

      “Those are the reasons?” Leland asked, resting his hands on the table and holding his cards slightly tilted toward him. Elizabeth grabbed one, threw it down on the table, and then played hers. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to me,” Elizabeth said. “I’ve gained enough experience that I can take care of myself, and Jonathan continues to work with me to develop my gift.” She turned to Jonathan. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Well, I don’t want you to get too cocky, either,” Jonathan said.

      “It’s not cocky if it’s the truth, is it?”

      Jonathan snorted. “I suppose not.”

      “Where did you go?” Leland asked Jonathan, throwing down his last card. He frowned as Elizabeth took the next one. “The two of you have been gone for a while. Figured that we’d wait a little bit longer, and then we would get going, seeing as the two of you have not been sticking around here for very long.”

      “We were looking into something.”

      “You don’t have to leave us on the outside,” Elizabeth said. “If there’s anything that we can do, let us know.” There was a hint of irritation in the way that she said this, and Jonathan knew that he was going to have to make amends for leaving her out.

      “This one, it’s a little close to home, but I might have something I will need from the two of you. I just have to work it out first. Say, in the meantime, I’d like for you to look in on another team that’s operating not too far from here.”

      Elizabeth frowned at him. “Why? Are you trying to replace us?”

      “I’m not trying to replace anyone. I just want us to make sure that we know all of the teams working around us. Consider it a safety precaution.”

      Elizabeth watched him for a moment before grabbing the cards from his hand and shuffling them herself. She had a deft touch, though as she shuffled them, Jonathan couldn’t help but wonder if she was using some of her facade, as it seemed almost as if the cards danced, twisting along her fingers before sliding back into the deck.

      “What aren’t you telling us?” Leland asked. “If it has anything to do with Heziah, I don’t want to leave anything to chance.”

      “It’s not him,” Elizabeth said. “And can’t you see that he doesn’t want to talk about it? And besides, this is Jonathan. He’s not trying to do anything to sneak around behind our backs. At least, I don’t think that he is.” And this time when she turned to him, she flashed a wide grin before dealing the cards back out again. “Are you?”

      “This doesn’t have to do with Heziah.” He was imprisoned now, and Jonathan didn’t think they had to be concerned about him, but he had felt that way about Heziah once before. “My request to look into another team has to do with what I saw on my way here. Just ask around. Don’t get too pushy.”

      “Do you want me to make it clear that others should clear jobs with the Dragon before they take them?” Elizabeth asked the question with sincerity.

      Jonathan couldn’t imagine demanding that of another team, but maybe he should. It might be time to use his reputation to benefit them all.

      He almost told her no but thought better of it. While he was in the city, the Dragon should still have a presence. And as he looked at Elizabeth, an idea came to him. “It might be beneficial for people in the city to know that the Dragon remains active—at least for now.” He pulled out the enchantment that he had gotten from the strange shop. “Ever seen anything like this?”

      On the walk back, Jonathan had been testing the enchantment, trying to make sense of the different symbols and what they might be able to trigger, but he had not been able to come up with any answer. He suspected that there were different ways of triggering the symbols, but during the time that he had tried, he had not found what he thought he should. It didn’t react the way that Jonathan would have expected, though that wasn’t surprising, given that it was a strange enchantment to begin with, and the place he’d gotten it from. The problem for him was that he wasn’t sure what it would even do, or whether it was worthwhile for him to keep. From what that the woman had suggested, it was a powerful enchantment, but what kind of powerful enchantment?

      “I haven’t seen anything like it,” Elizabeth said, drawing the enchantment toward her. “At least, not among the enchantments you’ve been harvesting lately.”

      “Harvesting?” Leland asked. “You make it sound like we’re taking them off dead bodies.”

      “Well, we have been taking them from others,” she said, smiling tightly, “but not necessarily somebody who was dead, just somebody who might have been a bit distracted.”

      “So you haven’t seen anything like it?” Jonathan said.

      “I don’t recognize the symbols. Maybe Leland would.”

      “I hadn’t worked with many enchantments before I came across the rest of you. Why do you think I would be some sort of expert?” Leland asked.

      “Oh, relax,” Elizabeth said, patting him on the head across the table. “I’m not saying that you’re going to be any sort of expert. I’m just suggesting that maybe you have seen something like this and can help our friend Jonathan here.” She looked over at Jonathan. “He’s just a bit jumpy. I think seeing Heziah again brought up painful memories.”

      “For all of us,” Jonathan said. “And I still haven’t learned the one thing from Heziah that I wanted to know.”

      Jonathan had been directing them on the job but hadn’t really been clear about why he had wanted to do it, mostly because the only thing he had been thinking about was getting more information on anything that he could about Grayson, and those who had been involved in his captivity. He reasoned that if he could come up with any answer, he might be able to find Grayson and figure out what had happened to him—if anything. Ever since dealing with Heziah, and learning that Grayson had been involved in helping Heziah, Jonathan had started to think that there had to be something more with him, but he hadn’t figured it out.

      “If I haven’t told you, that’s my fault. I wasn’t trying to hide anything from you. Quite the opposite, in fact. I’ve been trying to make sure that you have all the information that you need, as I understand that what I’m asking of you, and the others, can be incredibly dangerous.”

      “Have we even figured out what the shield was?” Leland asked.

      “We know the shield is something powerful to the El’aras. We don’t know why, but we intend to discover that secret. Once we do…” Jonathan leaned back, taking a sip of his ale, and frowned. What would they do once they uncovered the key to the shield?

      He kept quiet.

      Matthew slipped over to the table, and he looked at them. “What?” he asked, shifting his cloak. He didn’t really need to, as his sword was not visible beneath it, and that was the only thing Jonathan thought that Matthew cared to conceal. “The two of you are watching me. I can tell something is not quite right.”

      “We were talking about the shield, and what you have learned about it.”

      Matthew looked over the team, darkness flashing in his gaze for just a moment. “I don’t have anything to say about the shield. All we know is that it is a weapon of the El’aras, and that’s all that matters. Now, can we get to drinking?”

      Jonathan could tell from his tone that there was something bothering Matthew, and knowing his friend, he wasn’t going to learn what that was, but also knowing his friend, he needed to find out. It likely had to do with all of them.
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      The inside of the home was quiet. It had become comfortable. In the months since they had acquired Vileforn’s old home, they had turned it into their own place, one that was restful, but more than that, it carried a sense of each of them, such that any one of them belonged here.

      Jonathan sat at the hearth in the great room, a glass of wine resting in hand, and watched the crackling flames. He sipped at the wine. He had been in this pensive state ever since he had returned from prison, having come up with no better answer as to what had been going on and what they needed to do. The only answer that he really had was that something had taken place, and that somehow the El’aras were increasingly likely to be involved.

      Elizabeth joined him, though she carried a bottle of wine rather than a glass, and crossed her legs as she sat with her back facing the hearth, looking over at Jonathan. When she did that, she looked young, but she also reminded Jonathan of his sister. Jayna had always loved wine as well.

      “Well?” Elizabeth said.

      “Well what?” Jonathan asked, staring at the fire over the top of his glass. Leland had gone off to bed and left the two of them.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      Jonathan looked up, arching a brow at her. “Not much.”

      She snorted. “The great Jonathan Aguelon, the Dragon, isn’t planning something?”

      He took another sip. “Matthew is off trying to deal with the El’aras, and I’m trying to figure out what’s going on with my sister, but it feels like I’m overlooking something that I should have dealt with before.” He looked up at her, holding her gaze for a moment. “I still haven’t found Grayson, and I know Heziah knew something about him.”

      “We could go to the prison and ask him.”

      Jonathan snorted. “I doubt it would be that simple. And to be honest, I am not eager to return.”

      “Was it that bad?”

      “Actually, no. It’s just that when I got out, I vowed that I would stay away. Then when we started working with Heziah, I felt like he was dragging me back to a place where I didn’t want to be. I’m sorry that I got you involved.”

      “You got us involved, but then Heziah kept us involved.”

      It was such a simple statement, but powerful in its simplicity. And she was right. They had gotten involved because of Jonathan calling them together, turning them into a team, but Heziah had kept them together. It was that which had changed things for them, turned them into something else. It was that which had made them more than just a team. They had become a family united by what Heziah had tried to do to them.

      Jonathan got up, finishing the last of his wine, and set the glass down on the table resting next to the comfortable leather chair he sat on. “Come on,” he said.

      “Now? We just got in.”

      “You have me thinking.”

      “That’s never a good thing,” she said before taking one more draw from the bottle and setting it down next to Jonathan’s glass. She straightened, dusting off her pants, and then glanced around her. “Well? Let’s see what you can come up with.”

      He reached the main hallway, and once there, he paused for a moment. It didn’t take long for Elizabeth to follow him, and though the mansion itself was comfortable, lit by dozens of lanterns and several other glowing enchantments, there was still a cold energy about the place. Some of that came from the fact that it was not their place, regardless of whether they had gotten permission—according to Jayna, at least—to keep it.

      “Consider it the king’s thanks for what you did on his behalf,” she had said.

      They had already occupied Vileforn’s mansion at that point, and Jonathan and the others had no intention of leaving it, but having that permission was helpful.

      “He just plans to hand it over to us?” Matthew had asked.

      Jayna had turned to him, and there had been that strange expression in her eyes when she had. Jonathan had seen that look from her more often lately. It was one of familiarity with Matthew, which left Jonathan wondering just how much Jayna and Matthew had interacted in his time away. Matthew claimed that he had few memories of that time, but Jonathan also knew that Matthew would do anything to protect him. Could the two of them have spent time together?

      “Jonathan?”

      He looked over at Elizabeth.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Thinking.”

      “We’ve seen how that can be a problem for you.”

      Jonathan stepped outside, back into the moonlight of the night. He stepped away from the mansion, moving through the garden they’d maintained, wanting to keep up appearances of wealthy merchants. He reached the street, and he paused, turning back. There were several different protections worked into the stone around the mansion now, each of them designed to help protect the occupants in the event that somebody—Heziah, most likely—decided to come at them. Nobody had tested those protections, but that didn’t mean nobody would attempt to do so eventually.

      “You are acting strange,” Elizabeth said.

      “I know,” Jonathan said. “And I’m thinking. Usually when I’m thinking, I like to pace, but I’m starting to wonder if my sister has left something behind. Maybe an enchantment. Maybe she was listening to us all along, especially after what happened with Heziah.”

      “You think she’s somehow connected to the El’aras items?” Elizabeth asked, her voice a whisper.

      Jonathan didn’t know. At one point, he would have said that his sister could not have been involved in anything like that, but he no longer knew with any real certainty what his sister could be involved in. She was obviously far more powerful than he had realized, and someone like that might not hesitate to use anyone they thought could be useful.

      “What are you after?” he whispered.

      “I’m having a hard time following you here,” Elizabeth said. “You think your sister was somehow involved in what happened?”

      “Not initially,” Jonathan said. “At least, I didn’t think so, but when I went to visit a sorcerer at the Society House who knows her, he alluded to the fact that Jayna was somehow connected to the El’aras.” He frowned. “Maybe we should keep an eye on this sorcerer.”

      “Which one?”

      “One by the name of Char.”

      Elizabeth arched a brow at the mention of the sorcerer. “Our target is the Society?” She started to laugh. “Wasn’t that what we targeted before?”

      “We targeted the Society House, which we aren’t doing this time. We’re looking for my sister.”

      “So the target is your sister.”

      “Something like that. I just want you to get information. Scout. There’s a sorcerer in the palace by the name of…” Jonathan frowned, trying to think of the sorcerer’s name, but he realized he couldn’t remember. “I can’t recall, but she didn’t seem very thrilled about Jayna’s presence in the palace. So track her down, along with this Char, and see if you can find anything else. But do it carefully.”

      “You’re not the only one who has been testing me.”

      “Who else has been?”

      “Me,” she said, holding up her wrist and jangling the El’aras enchantment on it. “And doing a few other things.” She looked over at Jonathan, meeting his gaze. “I went back home. I didn’t reveal myself. I didn’t want to. I just couldn’t.”

      “What happened?” He had a sense from her of the difficulty that she’d had when she had returned home, and he understood. He had gone through something similar and had come to know just how challenging it could be to return home after being away, to return to those whom one had outgrown. And he had experienced being on the other end of it.

      Hadn’t Jayna outgrown him?

      It was a strange thing for him to think, but it was true. As much as he felt like he could still be a part of her world, the things that Jayna was involved in, and the kind of power that she had proven that she was comfortable around, were different from what he was involved in. And it suggested that she truly had outgrown him.

      “I just went in holding my facade,” Elizabeth added hurriedly, “and tried to explore. I came across a few people that I used to run the streets with. One of them has some talent, but it’s uncontrolled. And I don’t know that they have any interest in getting better control over what they can do.”

      “It can be hard when you outgrow your friends.”

      She nodded, staring up and down the street. “It’s not just my friends.” She looked over. “I saw my old house. Saw my father.”

      Elizabeth’s father was not a good man. He had hurt her quite a bit when she had been younger, and one of the benefits of getting her out was that she was no longer subjected to the whims of her father. But Jonathan understood how hard it could be to leave family behind, even if his own relationship with his family had been nothing like what Elizabeth had experienced. His relationship had been better, and closer, but he had worked with plenty over the years who had not had the same benefits.

      “Did you go inside?”

      “I didn’t,” she said. “I was tempted. He said that I would never be able to use my gift for anything. He claimed it was worthless.”

      “Even where you lived?”

      It sounded like a strange question, but where she had grown up was such a poor part of the city that having any means of drawing attention, and earning money, should be seen as a benefit. And given everything that she had been through, Jonathan would have expected her father to have understood that and wanted to let her have a chance to prove herself and draw on her ability so that she could make something of it.

      “He always said that he knew too many people who never amounted to much. He said that we didn’t need to use those tricks.”

      “What kind of tricks was he thinking that you were using?”

      “Well, mostly tricks that had to do with the facade, which, unless I could become useful to a team, weren’t going to be useful at all.”

      “But you were still young enough that you hadn’t even had the opportunity to progress with your use of the facade. It takes time and practice to become competent and confident enough to be able to do anything with it.”

      She nodded. “I know that. And you know that. But he didn’t, and he didn’t really care. The only thing he cared about was the fact that I cost too much to keep, and that I went running off, as he liked to say, with my friends.”

      Jonathan had plenty of reason to dislike Elizabeth’s father, so having one more didn’t really make a difference, but she deserved better than she had been given. Jonathan had always felt that Elizabeth was not only capable but also smart. And having a father like that, one who didn’t treat her as worthwhile, left him angered in a way that he had only felt when he had been dealing with Jayna all those years ago, trying to help her find her way in the world, and a place for herself. That had been difficult in that Jayna had not wanted to accept the life that he had offered her, which he couldn’t even blame her for. The life that Jonathan had been able to offer was one of sneaking and stealing and using her burgeoning power in ways that Jayna had never wanted to.

      And now…

      Now it may not even have made a difference. Jayna had become something else. She had used her power, but she had done so in a way that had turned her into something quite different. Even Jonathan wasn’t entirely sure what that was.

      As they started off, Elizabeth looked over at him. “You know, I could shield you, too.”

      He chuckled. “I know you could. And I am certain that you would do so quite well.”

      “You know I would.”

      “But in this case, I think it makes more sense for us to divide up the work. You could take Leland with you, help him figure out what he wants to do. If it is working with our team as long as we are active, that’s great, but he needs to know that he has options. We aren’t forcing him to work with us.”

      “I’ve told him that. I think he isn’t sure what he really wants.”

      “Involve him as much as he is comfortable.”

      “What about Matthew?”

      “Matthew is focusing on the El’aras. That’s the part of this that ties everything together, I think. But the real challenge is why.”

      “What are you really concerned about?”

      “I suppose Heziah,” Jonathan said, shrugging slightly. “I know it doesn’t make sense now that he’s in prison, but he has been nothing but trouble for us. Even with him in prison, I worry that he might continue to cause problems for us. And I want to make sure that he doesn’t.”

      “You aren’t doing it alone. If you aren’t convinced that others can help—”

      Jonathan squeezed her shoulder, making a point of looking down to meet her eyes. “When have I ever made you feel like I didn’t think that you could do this?”

      “Well, you go off with Matthew, leaving Leland and me behind, so it makes me think that you don’t believe I can do it.”

      “That’s not the reason I leave you behind,” Jonathan said. “Some of it has to do with my personal comfort, especially when dealing with things that I am uncertain about, and some of it has to do with Matthew’s comfort.”

      “Matthew has seen what I can do.”

      “He has,” Jonathan agreed. “And I don’t think that Matthew doubts you.”

      “He doesn’t involve me, either.”

      “How long have you known Matthew?”

      “Over the last year, I suppose.”

      “Think about what you’ve seen. He’s stubborn. Strong. And private.”

      She looked over at him. “I see.”

      “Exactly. He’s private. You know more about him than almost anyone else alive. Think about that, and what it means about how he feels for you.”

      “I guess I didn’t think about that.”

      “And there’s another reason,” Jonathan went on.

      “What? Something more with my inexperience?”

      “Well, yes,” Jonathan said. “It has everything to do with your inexperience. You’re still learning. The same way I learned. The same way Matthew learned. And you’re growing fast. Faster than I ever did.” This wasn’t just false placation. Elizabeth really was progressing quickly. She had a quick mind, and she was skilled, but it was more than that. She was determined. “Eventually, you won’t need any of us to do this. You may want to form your own crew. At that point, you’ll be the one responsible, and you’ll be the one to pull others into a job. But for now, you’re a part of my crew. And there are times when I have to make decisions that are best for the crew. Not because I don’t trust you, but because I have experience you don’t. Does that make sense?”

      Elizabeth looked over, and then finally she nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Now you’re thanking me for excluding you?”

      “I’m thanking you for explaining. You didn’t have to.”

      “You won’t learn if you don’t understand,” he said.

      “Which of your mentors told you that?”

      “Grayson. Always Grayson.”

      “And that’s why you want to find him.”

      Jonathan nodded. “That’s the reason. The largest reason, at least.”

      “I’ll check on the Society. You dig into your sister. And Matthew will work on the El’aras. How does that sound?”

      There was one part of the plan that was missing: figuring out what had happened to Grayson, which he felt he continued to delay, though perhaps he had no choice in that. He should deal with this first and then come back to finding his mentor.

      “It sounds like the start of a great plan.”
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      Jonathan slipped along the street. It might have been easier to have Elizabeth with him, to hide within her facade, but Jonathan could move quietly himself. He wasn’t moving aimlessly but testing for any strange sense of magic. As he wandered, he traced his finger over the enchantment that he’d bargained with the woman for. He still hadn’t decided what he was going to bring to her, as he was trying to decide on the worth of the enchantment before he returned. She had a strange business model, though considering that she dealt in enchantments, perhaps it wasn’t altogether that strange. He might be trackable in the city. And depending upon what she was after, and what she knew about, she would track him.

      The ring had the strange triangular shape, but Jonathan hadn’t found out anything else about the enchantment that would help him. Just that there were the different patterns, which suggested different enchantment purposes behind each one. Each time that he had tried to trigger it, he had found it ineffective.

      He had even given it over to Matthew to work with, thinking that with his unique type of magic, he might find some way of tripping it, but he had not been successful. They’d been sitting in Vileforn’s mansion—Jonathan still had a hard time thinking of it as anything other than Vileforn’s mansion, even though they had made it their home for the better part of the last few months—and Matthew had held the ring up to the flickering light coming off the hearth.

      “Are you sure that this does anything?”

      Jonathan still had a bottle of wine and took a long sip of it. “I don’t know what it does, but considering how she bargained, I have to assume that there is something to it. She wouldn’t have made a bargain like that unless there was anything useful about it.”

      “Unless she’s trying to make you think there’s going to be something useful about it.”

      Jonathan frowned, looking over at him. “I’m not exactly sure that’s going to make a difference.”

      “She might have been playing you,” he said.

      Jonathan shrugged. “It’s possible. At this point, I don’t know if she was, or if I would even know if she was playing me.”

      He didn’t think so, though. Somebody like that must have been fairly confident in the enchantment, but he wondered if there was something else to it. She had to have some way of tracking him down. Maybe through the enchantment, though he didn’t know if such a thing was even possible. Without knowing, though, he had made a point of keeping it near one of the El’aras enchantments, if only so that it would mask where he traveled.

      He would have asked Leland to work on the enchantment, to test it with his type of power, but when Leland had awoken, he’d been irritable, and Jonathan had not wanted to anger him further. He had decided against that and had instead hoped that he would encounter Matthew. But he hadn’t.

      Jonathan slipped the ring back into the pouch that he kept it in, near an El’aras bracelet. Some enchantments could be tracked, he knew. His sister had provided him with one, but the El’aras enchantments offered a different type of ability, one that prevented somebody from discovering other enchantments. Jonathan thought that was the key to ensuring that he would not be caught unawares.

      As he slipped along the street, he detected a bit of shadowy movement off in the distance, and he slowed for a moment. He watched, and given that it was late in the night, and that those who were out obviously had some dubious purpose behind them, he decided to follow.

      At first he didn’t think much of it. And given that he was the one who was following, not being followed, he doubted that there was anything for him to be concerned about, but then he noticed something else.

      A hint of a facade.

      It was subtle. The effect was little more than a ripple along the shadowy street, but Jonathan recognized that rippling and smiled to himself. Not Elizabeth. She was too skilled for him to notice a rippling so easily—especially at night—but definitely some sneak who thought to conceal themselves.

      Jonathan didn’t think they intended to conceal themselves from him, though.

      Which meant that they were concealing themselves from something else.

      He backed into the shadows. He had several enchantments on him that he considered using, one of which might be more effective than others, but in this case, he thought that he would stay out in the open. If he were to suddenly disappear, this other person might realize that they had been seen. Jonathan preferred to keep an eye out and watch.

      He didn’t need to watch for long.

      A cart pushed by two burly men rolled along the street.

      The cart looked to be little more than a wagon carrying a large trunk, but from the way the men shifted their grips, and the strain Jonathan saw in their shoulders, he suspected that it was heavy.

      What could they be pushing?

      As he watched, that rippling shifted as well, and whoever was watching seemed to change their focus, moving away from the wall. Jonathan thought that it was a facade formed by a sneak, but the shifting looked a little different, and unusual for this kind of facade. He wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but it struck him as not the usual for that sort of thing.

      Who was this? More importantly, why were they using some enchantment in order to mask their presence?

      Curiosity got to him. Jonathan reached into his pocket, and he slipped on several different enchantments. They had their own unique connections to power within them, mostly so that they could use that power without drawing any attention from others that might be following. Jonathan didn’t really expect anybody to be after him—though given what he had gone through with Heziah, he was no longer as certain of that as he once had been. Now he believed that there was the possibility that others were out there, and perhaps intrigued enough to pursue him. His team had gone through quite a bit and had revealed their presence enough times that he was not certain.

      The shimmering shifted again. As it did, Jonathan found his attention drawn to the cart, and the men pushing it. This was what the facade user was focused on, after all, and until he could figure out what it was that they wanted, he didn’t know if there was any reason for alarm.

      Jonathan waited, watching, and noticed that as that flickering took place, there was a bit more movement that headed toward the cart.

      There’s somebody else involved.

      This was the reason he wanted Elizabeth to spread word about the Dragon. When he had been the Dragon—really the Dragon—jobs didn’t happen in the city without his knowing. And he didn’t like not knowing, mostly because other jobs might interfere with what he was doing. Part of the benefit of playing the role of the Dragon was that he could coordinate timings of jobs, often to ensure that they didn’t conflict and disrupt each other.

      He stood back, flipping on the enchantment that would add speed and the other that would boost his strength, the combination that Jonathan had found to be most important when dealing with such situations. He had discovered that it was easier to use the combination than to use the enchantments separately. The sudden surge of power flowed into him. It was subtle, but it was significant enough that he recognized it and could feel how it began to build.

      And within that, he noticed something more.

      The cart had stopped.

      For a moment, Jonathan tried to figure out what had happened, but he couldn’t make it out—only that there had been a change. He looked around the street, checking for anybody else that might be here, and found no one.

      The man pushing the cart began to call out to the others near him, and Jonathan could see the way they strained, trying to push on the cart but having no luck with it. It was as if the cart had sunk into mud—or had been trapped by an enchantment, which Jonathan suspected was far more likely.

      What was it, then?

      The rippling shifted, and with a sudden flurry of movement, it drifted toward the cart and then stopped.

      The men were so occupied with trying to move the cart that they didn’t seem to notice that the front of it suddenly opened. Even that disappeared. Whatever enchantment this person used concealed what they were doing, hid that connection in such a way that they were able to slip into the shadows, that strange rippling enchantment once again disappearing.

      Then it was gone.

      Jonathan found himself marveling at the sheer audacity of whoever had done this. It was a skillful breach: distract the men with the cart, slide forward under the cover of darkness, and then get away.

      When the men got the cart moving, it seemed as if the strain in their shoulders had lessened somewhat, suggesting that the weight of the cart had decreased.

      He smiled to himself.

      They wouldn’t even know until they got to their destination. The cart was hard enough to move as it was, and after straining at it, the fact that they had gotten it moving again would probably have distracted them enough that they wouldn’t realize that there was any difference due to whatever had been taken. Jonathan watched the cart until it disappeared along the street, but he kept most of his focus on that shimmering on the far side of the street.

      If he was right, he wouldn’t have to wait for long. Whoever was responsible for this would probably not hold their facade indefinitely, and they probably didn’t need to hold their facade for long.

      His own enchantments were unnecessary, as he had not needed to use them. Then again, he should probably keep them on in case whoever had done this decided to come at him. Someone that willing to make a brazen attack in the middle of the street clearly didn’t have any fear, something that Jonathan appreciated, but he also understood fear enough to have a healthy respect for it.

      When the facade finally did fade, he saw a slender figure in the shadows. He couldn’t see anything else about them, as they were cloaked, but they slipped back along the street, in the direction the cart had come from, heading toward Jonathan.

      This was the same person that he had seen before. He was certain of it.

      Two jobs in two days?

      He debated for a moment. But he needed to know. It wasn’t as if he was after somebody else for his team, but that wasn’t to say that he couldn’t appreciate a job well done. And knowing somebody willing to do jobs like that, who was open to such brazen attacks, might be useful later on.

      He was slipping around the corner, following this shadowy figure, when somebody came darting toward him, a knife shooting toward his neck.

      Thankfully, Jonathan had the enchantments still on him, and he reacted quickly. He slapped his hand up and around, blocking the strike at his throat, and then he bounced back, staying on his toes, looking to see who this was.

      “Erica?”

      She frowned, holding the knife up for a moment, pointing it at him. “What are you doing here, Dragon?” She sneered at his nickname.

      Jonathan found himself smiling at her even more. “I was just watching an interesting robbery. You know, one thief to another, I had to marvel at what I saw.”

      “One thief to another?” She glanced along the street before turning and heading back. “Have you been following me?”

      “Why would I follow you?” Jonathan asked.

      She snorted again. “Because you know what I’m capable of doing, that’s why. Ever since I saw you at Bartholomew’s shop, somebody has been following me. Now that you’re here, I figure that it has to be you.”

      He had seen her a few nights before. It had to have been her. “Maybe it was.”

      “I don’t need any more stalkers. And I’m not your type.”

      “You don’t know what my type might be.”

      “Probably young, like that girl I’ve seen you wandering the streets with.”

      “Now who’s the one following the other?”

      “I was just looking to see who might be after me. Given that you have a bit of a reputation, I wanted to make sure it wasn’t you. You know, to make sure that I don’t have to deal with the great Dragon running all over the city to see what I’m doing.”

      “I don’t think anybody would call me great.”

      “I certainly wouldn’t.” She flicked her gaze around her, and there was a nervousness to her, along with a bit of energy. Jonathan found himself amused by it, though he knew better than to let his amusement and what she was doing drive anything that he did.

      “I’m curious as to what you took from that cart.”

      “You’re not taking it off me.” She reached for one of her pockets while holding the knife outstretched toward him. “Get used to being curious. And get used to having no answers.”

      She started to back away, but Jonathan darted toward her. She twisted, jumping out of his reach, and brought both hands up, trying to strike at his neck. Jonathan spun off to the side, and her blow barely missed him.

      She flashed a smile. “You need enchantments to deal with me?”

      “It seems that you need enchantments to deal with me as well.”

      “Well, consider it a safety measure. You can never be too careful in this city, as I’m sure you know. Then again, you are the great Dragon, aren’t you?”

      “You keep saying that as if it’s some sort of taunt.”

      “Who names himself that?”

      “I certainly didn’t,” Jonathan said. “It was a nickname, and it sort of stuck with me after a while. And to be honest, I’m not about to pass up a great nickname like that. It sounds intimidating, don’t you think?”

      “I think it sounds like a pompous name, but that’s just me. Maybe that’s because I’m not pompous,” Erica said.

      “Just reckless.”

      She arched a brow at him. “Who said that I was reckless?”

      “I’m not sure that anybody said it, but it takes a certain amount of recklessness to go after a cart in the middle of the street.”

      “Yeah? Well, it was the only way that I was going to have a chance at it, as they weren’t going to keep it accessible beyond that.”

      “I see.”

      “And you aren’t taking it.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. I’m just curious.”

      “Like I said, get used to it.”

      “Is this for you or for a job?”

      She grinned at him. “There it is,” she said, shaking her head. “That’s why you want to know. The great Dragon is upset that he wasn’t hired for a job? Well, maybe you aren’t a good fit for all jobs. Have you ever thought about that?”

      Bartholomew had made it clear that Jonathan would be given first crack at other jobs, but perhaps Jonathan had been too busy and Bartholomew had realized it. Either that, or Bartholomew had only told Jonathan what he thought Jonathan wanted to hear.

      “Or maybe I don’t take all jobs,” Jonathan said. “I do tend to be a bit selective, as somebody of my status can be.”

      She furrowed her brow, sneering at him. “Was that a dig, or are you accusing me of needing to take any job that comes my way?”

      “It’s only what you see it as,” Jonathan said. “So if you see it as an insult, then maybe it is.”

      She flicked her gaze up, and her eyes twitched. “Time for me to go.”

      With that, she jumped.

      The speed and fluidity of the jump caught Jonathan off guard. He had suspected that she had enchantments on her, but he had not seen any real evidence of them. Until she jumped. When she did, she cleared the roofline, landed on it briefly, and then looked down at him for a moment before spinning and racing away.

      He turned but didn’t see what had startled her. He only knew that something must have. The fact that she had turned away so quickly suggested that she had been caught by something. He waited for a moment, thinking that there might be a way for him to tell what had startled her, but when he saw nothing more, he finally kept moving.

      Questions lingered, though. There had to be a reason that she had come out here like this, a reason that she had risked herself openly. A job like that would be dangerous, but danger had its rewards, he knew, which suggested that whatever she had gone after was invaluable.

      Could she have learned about El’aras items?

      With everything that had been going on in the city recently, different kinds of magic, and now with the El’aras items moving through the city, Jonathan wondered if it might all be interconnected. If so, he needed to know.

      Perhaps he needed to go back to Bartholomew.

      First, he needed to find what Matthew had uncovered, if anything. Then they could search.
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      Matthew returned late. Jonathan had been sitting in front of the hearth, nursing a glass of wine while staring and pondering what they needed to do, when he felt the distinct presence of magic slip near him. It was subtle, but it was enough that he picked up on it immediately. He instantly spun, turning and starting to reach for one of his enchantments, but then he realized that it wasn’t necessary.

      Matthew strode in and slipped off his cloak, throwing it around a chair before sinking down and looking around the room. “You aren’t supposed to be up.”

      “I don’t want to be up,” Jonathan said, and then he shrugged. “But I can’t sleep.”

      “Well, I haven’t been able to sleep, either, so I have been out looking to see what I can learn.”

      “Let me guess. Heziah?”

      “Everything about him and what he was tied to has me on edge. I don’t know what it is or why it is, just that it seems like there is something more to it that I need to understand in order to know whether something involving the El’aras has taken place.”

      Matthew took a seat across from Jonathan, resting his hands on his lap and looking down at them. “You know, every time I think that I have come to terms with things, something happens, and I end up right back where I was before.”

      “But you don’t. Not really,” Jonathan said. “Just because the El’aras have been involved doesn’t mean you have to get drawn back into it.”

      “I don’t have to, but I am drawn into it. I’m not even sure if that makes any sense to you.” He looked over at the hearth, his eyes drawn, and then turned back to Jonathan. “I think what bothers me the most is the scepter. And then the shield. It’s the two of them. Why would Heziah have gone after them if they were inactive?”

      “Well, we are basing that on the assumption they are inactive. They are weapons, right?”

      Matthew arched a brow at Jonathan. “One of them is a shield, so not exactly a weapon.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “You know what I mean. The shield is somehow significant. It might not be a traditional weapon, but if you look at it from the standpoint of the El’aras and whatever enchantments that were on it…” Jonathan had been given an opportunity to see those enchantments, even if he didn’t know what they would do. “The scepter might have been something similar. We might not ever know what it could do, especially since you got rid of it. What can you tell me about this god the scepter somehow summoned?”

      “That’s not really how it worked,” Matthew said. “It was the means to a kind of power, but it didn’t necessarily summon it. To be honest, I don’t really know. The Scepter of Liandar has always been a bit of a mystery, and only those who serve the goddess really are given any information about it.”

      And Heziah had gone after something like that, knowing something he should not have known.

      “Was it kept only for your people?” Jonathan asked.

      “Generally. Only the El’aras serve Liandar. Again, she’s an ancient god, and I can’t tell you much more about her than that. She was one of the earliest gods, and everything I know about her is told in story and hearsay and may or may not have any real basis in fact.”

      “Anything you do know might be helpful,” Jonathan said.

      “The problem is that I know only a few things about that goddess, and I’ve told you pretty much all of them.”

      “I suppose we could go to the El’aras and ask.”

      Matthew breathed out heavily. “If only things were so easy,” he said.

      “It would be boring.” Jonathan smiled.

      They sat quietly for a little while. “I’ve been looking for more information about this power that Heziah—and possibly Jayna—has. That seemed significant to me as well.”

      “And?” Jonathan asked.

      “And unfortunately, I haven’t been able to find much. Now, I suspect some of that is because it deals with a measure of sorcery or at least a measure of power different from even what the Society possesses, but it seems that we should have been able to uncover something.”

      “Well, seeing as how I have a strong feeling they want to keep that from us, I don’t even know. I suppose I could ask Char.”

      Matthew snorted. “If you think he might tell you anything. After all, he’s of the Society, and I wouldn’t be too surprised if he decided to keep secrets on their behalf. But then again, I’m not even sure if this is a secret of the Society. The only thing I’ve been able to find is that the Toral serves something else. Another power.”

      “So Heziah serves someone else. It’s a little hard to believe, but anything for power, I suppose.”

      Matthew laughed. “It does seem a bit out of character, doesn’t it?” He grabbed a bottle of wine off the table and glanced at the label before looking for a glass.

      “Sorry,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew shrugged and took a swig from the bottle.

      “Now I know where Elizabeth learned that little technique,” Jonathan said.

      They fell silent as Matthew took another draw.

      “We will have to be careful about who we ask questions of. If these entities are as powerful as they seem, I doubt they will want anybody digging around for information about them.”

      “Oh, I’m aware of that,” Matthew said. “But I am a bit protected. At least, I think that I am, given my affiliation.”

      “Now you are willing to use that connection?”

      “I use it when it benefits me. Well, us. And that’s how I’ve been digging into information about the shield. I haven’t found anything useful. All of my El’aras contacts have gone a bit silent. It’s not terribly uncommon, especially when dealing with that sort of thing, but it surprises me that they ignore my questions. I wonder if they are upset that the Society now has the shield.”

      “But they have the scepter,” Jonathan said.

      “I doubt they consider that an even trade.”

      “What about the other enchantments that we’ve gathered?”

      “None of those enchantments are that valuable,” Matthew said. “Useful. But they are useful primarily to us, and I don’t know if they would be useful to any full-blooded El’aras.” He took another swig from the bottle of wine before setting it down.

      “It’s too bad that we don’t have the scepter,” Jonathan said, “at least to figure out what Heziah was after it for.”

      “Do you really think we could?”

      Jonathan shrugged. They had delivered the scepter to the El’aras. At least, Matthew had delivered the scepter to the El’aras. They’d figured it was better than leaving it with the Society, and it might smooth things over with rumors of Jonathan and his team using El’aras enchantments, keep them from drawing the wrong kind of attention.

      Matthew had done the job all by himself. When it came to the El’aras and whatever connection he needed with them, he preferred to do the job.

      “There has been something bothering me about Heziah,” Matthew said. “He has power, but we don’t even know where he got it. Not from the Society. But he was in the city for a long time, serving Vileforn, and then coming after us.”

      “I think he serves someone. Whoever his master is, they wanted the scepter.”

      “Unless he doesn’t have one.” When Jonathan looked over, Matthew pushed on. “Your sister didn’t seem all that concerned about Heziah, right? So that means either Jayna is that powerful—and I’ll be honest, I don’t know if she is or not, as I don’t know the kinds of things that Jayna is capable of—or she isn’t concerned about Heziah having some sort of super sorcerer backup.”

      “Jayna would have said—”

      “Jayna has kept things from you, Jonathan. And me.” He fell silent for a moment, looking down at his hands. “What if she has been keeping all of this from you, me, and even her friend Char?”

      “You still think that she somehow stole memories from you?”

      “I don’t know about stealing them, but using sorcery so that I don’t remember things? Sure. I think that’s a possibility. There are gaps in my memories. Every so often, I will get snippets of those memories and feel like I should be able to remember things, but then they fade, and I can’t. What I remember gives me visions of people and places that seem real. Like that sorcerer Char, for instance. What if he was in on it with her?”

      “I suppose we should go and pressure him to see what he knows, and maybe offer a little coercion and encouragement to convince him that he needs to share with us what Jayna did to you. I’m not opposed to doing that.”

      “I don’t know that we need to assault some poor sorcerer.”

      “Is he, though? He seemed to be in a position of authority, after all.”

      “He’s too young for that,” Matthew said. “But then, the Society has been unsettled lately, hasn’t it? The Fates have disappeared, and everything that we’ve heard suggests that the Society has been active in ways that they have not before, so… I suppose it’s possible that somebody his age has quickly moved up the ranks. And maybe he’s got power like your sister and Heziah have.”

      If that were the case, they would have to question him even more than they had already, though Jonathan wasn’t sure if he should. He didn’t know enough about this Char and the kinds of things he would do, only that he seemed to be connected.

      “This all comes down to figuring out what Jayna knows,” Jonathan said. “So we need to find her, talk to her, and demand that she answer. Maybe she can even use her connections with the Society to help us understand what they have done with Heziah, and with the shield, and why they had the scepter.” More than that, Jonathan was curious about how long they had possessed the scepter. There had to be something tied to that. But what?

      “Considering what we now know of your sister, I doubt she will make anything simple for you.”

      The door came open, and Elizabeth entered. Jonathan had the distinct sense of magic radiating off her, even though she didn’t show that she was using a facade. Then again, as he turned his head from side to side, he began to see a faint tracing of power around her. It was subtle, and he wasn’t sure that he would even have seen it had he not been looking for it.

      Was she holding onto it around herself?

      Jonathan got to his feet and headed over to her, leaning forward and tipping his head from side to side as he tried to examine her.

      “Do you care to tell me what you are doing, Jonathan?”

      “I’m trying to figure out what sort of facade you’re holding.”

      “What makes you think I’m holding any?” she said.

      “The fact that I can see it. It’s faint, but it’s definitely there.”

      She looked past him, over at Matthew. “What do you think?”

      “I think that if Jonathan sees something, it’s probably there. He has more experience with that sort of thing than anybody else, and I suspect it is tied to his ability to detect magic.”

      Jonathan glanced back at him. “Seeing the outline of a facade is not tied to having an ability to detect magic.”

      “I can’t see an outline of a facade,” Matthew said, getting to his feet. He grabbed the bottle and carried it over toward Elizabeth. He made a circle around her, looking her up and down as if he were appraising a horse. “Then again, I don’t have Jonathan’s ability to pick up on any sort of power. So…” He turned back to Jonathan. “Where are you seeing the shimmering?”

      “Now I’m shimmering?” Elizabeth asked.

      “That’s the way he describes it,” Matthew said. “It’s always a shimmering. When he was working with Grayson, he would talk about trying to find the edge of a facade, though I think only he was able to do that.”

      “Grayson made it sound like that skill wasn’t that unique,” Jonathan said.

      “I don’t think it’s common, either.”

      Jonathan looked over at Elizabeth. “Well? What did you do?”

      “What makes you think I did anything?”

      “It looks like it’s in your hair,” Jonathan said. “I could be wrong, but I don’t think I am. I think I can see some of the shifting power around your hair. I don’t know why you would have a facade there, though.”

      “A test,” she said.

      “What kind of test?” Matthew asked.

      “Well, facades can be complicated to hold and move. I’ve gotten better with that—”

      Matthew laughed. “I would say you’ve gotten better.”

      “Well, I have gotten better, and I’m trying to see what else I can do. Maybe I can change some of the features I have and use the facade to mask myself. I know it sounds ridiculous, but there may be times when I need to hide. Maybe you need to hide, too,” she said, looking at Jonathan. “The Dragon is pretty well known in the city. And there is that woman that you’ve been chasing around.”

      “I haven’t been chasing any woman,” Jonathan said.

      “Oh, you can’t deny what I’ve seen,” she said, and a playful smile curled her lips. “I guess you aren’t able to see me shimmering all the time, are you?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It just means I’ve seen you stalking around the city, looking at that woman.” She glanced over at Matthew. “A thief. I think her name is Eleanor.”

      “Erica,” Matthew said. “And I know who she is. When he first met her at Bartholomew’s shop, I was with him.”

      “I haven’t been stalking Erica or Eleanor. I’ve noticed a few jobs being pulled in the city, and I might have gotten in the way,” he said, shrugging, “but I don’t see the issue in that.”

      “No issue,” Elizabeth said. “But let’s say you didn’t want her to know that the Dragon was following her. Maybe you decided that it was time for somebody new to trail after her. That’s all I’m getting at. It’s something I’m working on. It’s still early, and I don’t feel like I have mastered it yet, so I keep practicing it. That’s what you’ve told me, after all. Right? Practice the skills I want to have so that they won’t be difficult when I need them?”

      Jonathan started to laugh. “You know, you have proven a quick study, and you tend to be a bit of a pain.”

      “Because I’m a quick study?”

      “No,” he said. “Mostly because you like to throw that back in my face.”

      She started to laugh. “I figured that you would enjoy hearing your own advice.”

      “I think it depends upon the kind of advice,” Jonathan said.

      “Considering that most of it is horseshit, I think it definitely matters.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean that you spout all of the same nonsense that Grayson gave you, and most of the time, it’s just that. Nonsense.” Elizabeth laughed. “Hey,” she continued, “I don’t know if this matters, but I found this on the door. I was going to give it to you right away, but then you got talking about my facade and trying to make me feel bad about it, and… well, I don’t really know what it is.” She handed a card to Jonathan, who took it.

      It was a small piece of thick card stock and had a single marking on it.

      He traced his finger over it and could feel the undercurrent of magic within it.

      “What is it?” Elizabeth asked.

      “An enchantment,” Jonathan said.

      “Somebody sent you an enchantment? Is this some enchanter that you hired? Or—”

      “Or,” Jonathan said. “It’s a summons.” He looked over at Matthew, handing him the enchantment. He didn’t need to activate it, though he would, but he would do so in a place that was a little more open, as there was no telling what would happen with that enchantment and what they might observe through it. He didn’t think that the sorcerer who had sent it to him would try anything, but then again, Jonathan didn’t know him that well.

      “What kind of summons?” Elizabeth asked.

      “To the Society, isn’t it?” Matthew asked.

      “I think so. And now it begs the question as to why I’ve been summoned to the Society.”

      “Don’t you think the question should be who summoned you?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan shook his head. “Oh, I’m quite certain I know who it was. The problem is that I don’t know why Char—one of my sister’s friends—would ask me to come to the Society.”

      “Well, aren’t you going to go and find out?”

      Jonathan nodded. “I am. But I don’t think that I should do it alone. In fact, I think all of us should go.”

      “When?” Elizabeth asked, and a hint of magic shimmered around her, swirling enough that Jonathan saw it easily. He didn’t see a facade form, but he wondered if perhaps he would not.

      “How about now?”

      “It’s the middle of the night,” Elizabeth said. “You don’t want to go to the Society at this time of night.”

      “I think it might be best that I do.”
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      The city was quiet at this time of night, and Jonathan appreciated that silence as they made their way through the streets, though they weren’t concerned about the possibility of discovery. Elizabeth had wrapped them in a powerful facade, essentially ringing them so that they were completely invisible to anyone who might be trying to sneak up on them. From their vantage, there was no sign of the facade, and as they worked through the streets, Jonathan watched for signs of disruption, or anything that would suggest that there was a facade, but he saw none.

      “Are you sure we’re concealed here?” Leland asked, though he kept his voice quiet.

      “You don’t think I can hold on to it while we’re moving?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Leland said. “I’m just asking if you’re certain the facade will hold from the other side. What happens if they see us?”

      “We don’t have to worry about anybody seeing us from the other side,” Jonathan said. “She’s holding on to it effectively.”

      Leland glanced over at Jonathan. It looked as if he wanted to argue, but he just shrugged. “If you say so.”

      Elizabeth shot him a look filled with annoyance. “I don’t question you and your ability to pick a lock, do I?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Then don’t question my ability.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      He broke off as Jonathan rested a hand on his arm and shook his head slightly.

      They reached the outside of the Society House and then stopped. Jonathan looked up. Elizabeth was wearing one of the El’aras bracelets, which muted any magic that she might use, hopefully enough that the Society wouldn’t detect the source of power. He didn’t know how much they could pick up on, though. He doubted that it was significant.

      “All we have to do is get inside and get to Char.”

      “That’s all? You know, the last time we did something like this, we planned quite a bit longer,” Elizabeth said.

      “And how much further have you progressed with your abilities?”

      “Quite a bit.”

      “Exactly.”

      A gust of wind came through, cold and biting, and it sent Elizabeth’s hair swirling, along with their cloaks.

      Jonathan wondered how far she had stretched her facade, suspecting that she could use it to shield them from even the wind. “All we need to do is get up to the building, and we can have words with this sorcerer.”

      “What do you think he wants?”

      Jonathan had been working through that for a while, trying to come to terms with what Char might want from him. He hadn’t come up with any answer—at least, no useful answer.

      “I don’t know, which is why we are all here this time. If it has anything to do with Heziah, I figure we all need to be here.”

      At the mention of Heziah’s name, Leland’s expression darkened, and everything about him seemed to change. His entire demeanor shifted, and he glanced from Jonathan to Matthew and then nodded. “Then we do this.”

      Jonathan looked over at Matthew, and the two of them started forward.

      Elizabeth’s facade held as they crept forward, and when they approached the wall, Jonathan reached out, taking several different enchantments from his pocket, only to find that none of them would work.

      He looked over at Matthew. “Anything El’aras going to work here?”

      “We tried that the last time. I suspect they have better protections. I could just climb over the wall—”

      “It’s a magical wall,” Elizabeth said.

      “What?” Matthew asked.

      “You don’t know? It’s something like a facade. I’ve been trying to piece it together to make sense of it, but it is complicated. I imagine it took several sorcerers working together. I suppose I can try—”

      The wall flickered, and then it was down.

      “Come on,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan looked over at her. “You brought down a magical wall?”

      “I said that it was similar to a facade. I figured that meant that I could try my own type of power and see if I might be able to bring it down. It looks like it worked. Now, are you going to come along, or do you want to wait until it springs back into place? I can only shift through it for so long.”

      Leland mouthed the words “shift through it” before chuckling softly. “I’m sorry that I ever doubted you.”

      “You should be. I work at my craft, the same as you do.”

      “And I’m sorry.”

      They stepped forward and through the wall. As soon as they were through, Jonathan felt something—he couldn’t even tell what that something was, only that he detected it as the shifting took place—as the wall reappeared. They hurried along the Society House grounds, which looked different in the night than they did during the day. Dangerous, in different ways. Perhaps only because Jonathan couldn’t see anything, but he felt some strange sense.

      “Can you lower the facade for a moment?” Jonathan asked. “I need to trigger an enchantment so that we can talk to him.”

      “You want me to simply lower it?”

      “Only around me.”

      “Jonathan, that’s dangerous. If something happens, and the Society realizes that you are here…”

      “I’m not going to use any magic. I just need you to shift it so that it doesn’t include me, so that Char knows we are here.”

      “I don’t like it,” Elizabeth said.

      “Neither do I. But I’m curious why he summoned us.”

      She began to shift the facade. Jonathan could feel it as she did, though his perception of her ability with the facade was quite a bit weaker than normal, and the only thing that he could think about was the fact that she was using her facade while holding and wearing El’aras enchantments that muted anything.

      Then he could tell that he was standing out and away from the others. He couldn’t see them, and he wasn’t even aware of any magic around him, despite the fact that he knew that Elizabeth was standing right by him. He had no idea how potent his own connection to what he might feel would be, though he suspected his ability was similar to what a sorcerer might have, especially since Jonathan concentrated on it, and sorcerers would have to attune to it.

      He pulled his sister’s enchantment out of his pocket and pressed power into it. It was simple, and it didn’t take much from him to do so, but there was a faint trembling of power from it. It had a distinct signature. Hopefully, it was distinct enough that Jayna’s friend would detect it as he had the last time.

      Jonathan made his way back to the wall, which he leaned on for a moment, tapping to see if it felt solid while waiting and trying to draw this Char’s attention so that they could figure out what he wanted. The wall certainly felt solid enough, so if it was a facade, it wasn’t like any Jonathan had ever seen.

      He finally pulled Jayna’s enchantment out of his pocket again and focused on it to trigger it. It might be better for one of the others with more magical potential to trigger it, but all he needed was a little pressure to draw the attention of the sorcerer.

      When he was almost ready to go back to his friends, the door to the Society House came open. Jonathan braced himself. If it wasn’t Jayna’s friend, he was prepared to toss a series of enchantments at the door and then burst over to Elizabeth, Leland, and Matthew and be ready to fight their way out.

      He needn’t have worried.

      “Jonathan?”

      The voice came from shadows, and then a veil seemed to lower, revealing the maroon-clad sorcerer.

      “It’s me,” Jonathan said, stepping forward.

      “How are you here?”

      Char swept his gaze around the yard, and as he did, Jonathan triggered the enchantment one more time, drawing Char’s attention to it, trying to avoid any detection of Elizabeth and her facade. It seemed to work, as Char looked over at him.

      “I received the summons, and I thought you needed me.”

      “The summons was for you to find me, but not like this. Not at night.” Char looked around. “We can do this in the daytime.”

      “Perhaps, but I figured that it would be easier to get your attention in the night. And I figured we could talk more easily.”

      Char step toward him, and there was a faint shimmering around him. It was subtle enough that Jonathan wouldn’t have noticed it had he not been looking for something.

      “If you have anybody else with you, send them back inside.”

      “Anybody else? Why would I have—”

      “I can see the layers of your facade. I’ve worked with enough sneaks to know how to identify those. So unless you want me to use an enchantment on them, and I’m guessing that you don’t, considering you probably know a little bit about me, I would ask that you send them back inside.”

      “Fine,” Char said.

      The shimmering faded, and the facade dropped entirely.

      And Char was still alone.

      “There’s no one else here?”

      “What you were seeing was my spell. There aren’t many people who can see magic, Jonathan.”

      The accusation in the words was easy to identify, though Jonathan didn’t have any answer for him. And it wasn’t that he could see magic. He could see facades.

      “Not a facade?”

      “I don’t use that kind of magic. I don’t even know how to do it well. There are plenty of people who do, but it’s never been my specialty. I’m a healer.”

      “Then what were you doing when you came out here?”

      “I was holding a spell, a defensive one, ready for something odd. If Jayna arrives at this time of night, she often does so when there are dangers about. I’ve learned to be prepared for dangers.”

      Jonathan looked around. He didn’t see anything from Elizabeth, so if it was magic that he had seen, he wasn’t sure why or how, only that he had seen something.

      “You did summon me, right?”

      Char let out a heavy sigh. “Well, I did. When you came by the last time, it got me looking. I thought that I might find something about Jayna. She goes quiet like this, but not for this long.”

      “What do you mean, she goes quiet?”

      Char regarded him for a moment, looking as if he was debating how to answer. “I have a way of communicating with her.”

      “An enchantment?”

      “Something like that. When she falls silent, I usually figure she doesn’t need my help, or she doesn’t need me to interrupt what she’s doing. This time, she’s been silent for longer than I expected.”

      “So you need my help finding my sister?”

      “If you don’t want to—”

      “I’m not saying that.” This was Jayna, after all, and Jonathan would do whatever he needed to help her. “Does what she is doing have anything to do with the Toral? I told Jayna about a certain Toral that was operating in the city and making a target of the Society House, but she didn’t seem all that concerned.”

      “She wouldn’t be,” Char said, frowning as he turned toward the wall, as if looking toward the palace behind it. “She’s already dealt with quite a few of the Sul’toral in the city.”

      Jonathan had to hide his confusion at the mention of Sul’toral. He’d heard that term before, but only in reference to Heziah. Could Jayna have some master like that?

      “So she’s been dealing with El’aras in order to deal with more of the Sul’toral?”

      Char turned to Jonathan, and he shook his head, looking around for a moment. “This isn’t really a good place or a good time for this conversation. It would be better if I could come to you.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, primarily because there are a few people in this house that remember what you did recently, despite how you helped apprehend the dark sorcerer Heziah.”

      “We didn’t have anything to do with that.”

      “If only that were true, but I think you did something that Jayna wanted—at least, what she would have wanted were she here to tell us.” Char lowered his voice, and he turned in place, sweeping his gaze around him for a moment before turning his attention back to Jonathan. “Why don’t I come with you, and we can talk? You’ve already got me up, and I doubt that I’m going to get much sleep now.”

      “Is it really that important?” Jonathan asked.

      “It is,” Char said. “Because I fear something has happened to your sister.”
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      Char refused to explain anything more until they left the Society House. They slipped past the wall, with Char using some quick spell work to inactivate it so that Elizabeth did not need to, and made their way along the street. When the others suddenly appeared, Elizabeth lifting her facade, Char’s eyes widened slightly, but he said nothing. They remained quiet until they reached Vileforn’s mansion and went inside to the great hall, where he and Matthew took a seat with Char, while the others gave them space.

      Jonathan stared at Char, and as he did, his mind raced, trying to think through everything that they had seen over the last few weeks. Though he wished that he could find a way to know with any certainty if there was any danger for his sister, he was left believing that there must be something, and that Jayna must truly be in trouble.

      “Why do you say that Jayna is in trouble?” Jonathan asked.

      Char watched him for a moment before flicking his gaze to Matthew and lingering on his sword for a moment. Though he didn’t say anything at first, there was a look in his eyes that suggested that he recognized Matthew.

      Jonathan watched Matthew, but Matthew did not share that same expression of recognition. Jonathan was forced to think of everything that Matthew had claimed about his time before Jonathan had returned to the city, and he couldn’t help but feel that maybe something else had happened, something more than what Matthew remembered. His friend thought that there was something and had even begun to suspect that Jayna had a hand in it, though Jonathan had a hard time thinking that his sister could have been involved.

      “Well, after the scepter disappeared,” Char said, and he finally took a seat, dropping into a chair resting next to them, and fiddling with the ring on one hand, “your sister started to look for information about what had happened and why the scepter had been the target. It was inactive and inert. At least, that was what we had always believed.”

      “But the scepter was kept in a vault inside of the Society House.”

      “Not really,” Char said. “It was a sealed room, certainly, but it was not any sort of vault. There are much better secured locations throughout the Society House that we could have used if we had known that there was anything to the scepter that we needed to be concerned about. And yet Jayna suspected something.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I remember her commenting after the attack. She’d investigated the scepter and tried to figure out why that was the target. The rest of us on the council had looked at it, and we didn’t see anything functional or useful. But then again, we didn’t have the same experience as Jayna did.”

      There it was again. Another comment about Jayna’s ability, her strength, and her experience. What did Char know about Jonathan’s sister?

      Jonathan needed those answers. He wanted those answers, if only so that he could understand more about the woman she had become.

      But he was left smiling nonetheless. The scepter that had been left behind in the Society House had been little more than a facade. An incredibly skillful one, and one that Elizabeth had formed, but a facade nonetheless. Maybe Char would reveal how long the facade had held. That was a question that they had been wondering about but had not had an answer to.

      “She said it was an El’aras item, and because of that, we needed to be more concerned about some hidden power within it.” Char shrugged. “Again, we don’t really understand it.”

      “It was the Scepter of Liandar,” Matthew said. He held Jonathan’s gaze before looking over at Char. “And it was designed to connect to one of the El’aras gods.”

      Char rubbed at his chin. “That’s interesting. I wonder why the Society would have an El’aras scepter tied to one of their gods.”

      “I wonder,” Matthew said, irritation dripping from his words.

      “Jayna must have known about it,” Char said.

      He looked over at Jonathan, waiting for confirmation, but Jonathan gave him nothing. If Jayna had known about it, why would she have allowed Heziah to make a play for it? Unless she hadn’t known what it was.

      “Anyway,” Char said, going on as if oblivious to the fact that Jonathan was lost in thought, “when it disappeared, she started to research it. She started looking into El’aras items.”

      Now Jonathan did look at Matthew.

      “I didn’t know,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan snorted. “Do you think she could have tried to reacquire it?”

      “I would’ve known.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Matthew rubbed a knuckle into his head, and his frown deepened. “Well, I thought that I would’ve known, but maybe I wouldn’t have. These days, it’s difficult for me to know what I should remember.”

      Char kept looking around the inside of the home, his gaze darting to different statues and sculptures and even to a few chests that they had littering the room. They had done very little to conceal their enchantments. There was no purpose in doing so, as it was just the four of them who came here. They didn’t invite outsiders very often, and they certainly didn’t throw any parties that would draw attention.

      “You were saying?” Jonathan asked, to force Char’s attention back onto him.

      “That’s right,” he said. “I was saying. And I guess what I was trying to say was that we didn’t think anything of it, but Jayna did. Given her experience, and what she uncovered in the past, we listened to her. Then the scepter disappeared.”

      “When was that?” Elizabeth asked.

      She was standing near the stairs and had come down to watch.

      Char frowned, glancing over at Jonathan and then Matthew before turning his attention back to Elizabeth. “Well, about a week ago. It was in the storage room, and then it wasn’t. It simply vanished. In its place was a piece of stone.”

      Elizabeth suppressed a grin. She didn’t do a very good job of it, but Jonathan wondered if Char would even notice. He hadn’t seemed to notice much so far.

      “So the scepter recently disappeared, and you’re now concerned because…”

      “Because Jayna had been looking into it, and… well, I don’t think that she was responsible for it going missing, but if it was some item of power, especially tied to the El’aras, I worry that something worse might’ve happened to her, especially given how she has gone silent. She can be a little too bold for her own good.”

      Jonathan found himself frowning. His sister could be bold? “What do you mean about her going silent?”

      Char turned to him, clasping his hands in his lap, one finger tracing the ring. “I told you. Because she has gone silent. I have a way of talking to her.”

      “Right, you told me, but I’m curious what you mean by that. If you have some way of reaching her, I would be interested in having access to that enchantment.”

      “It’s not something like that,” Char said.

      When he didn’t explain, Jonathan leaned forward. “This has to do with my sister. I would very much like to know.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you. If she chooses to, I’m not going to argue with her choice, but know that the two of us have a way of communicating that others do not. She’s gone quiet, though. And it’s made me increasingly worried, especially with what you told me about the scepter.”

      “Well,” Jonathan said, looking over at Matthew, who was quiet, “the El’aras view Liandar as some sort of god. And if the scepter somehow taps into that power, that’s what is significant.”

      “Jayna generally doesn’t get involved in El’aras enchantments. She hasn’t needed to.”

      “Well, you are worried about what happened to my sister, so I think that we need to know. If there’s anything there that we can do or accomplish, then we need to try to help her, don’t we?”

      “She would want to be helped,” he said. “And because she’s gone silent…” Char sighed, and he looked over to where Matthew was sitting, rubbing his temple quietly. “You understand the kind of power that she has?”

      “Not exactly. I understand the kind of power that she can deal with. She told me that she wasn’t concerned about Heziah, who is a Toral.”

      Char shrugged. “That fits. She wouldn’t be concerned about him, because she has a similar kind of power. Or at least, that’s how it started. She became a Toral.”

      Jonathan swallowed. “So she serves some dark power?”

      “That was my thought as well. When I first saw her after she left the Academy, she—”

      “Wait,” Jonathan said, and he glanced at Matthew before turning his attention back to Char. “Jayna left the Academy?”

      “She didn’t tell you. I’m sorry. I’m not supposed to be the one to share that detail with you, but—”

      “This is my sister,” Jonathan said. “So you tell me what you know.”

      Char looked as if he wanted to get up, but Matthew tapped on his sword and then on one of his enchanted bracelets. “Tell him.”

      Char swallowed. “Well, your sister left the Academy before graduating.”

      “She’s a part of the Society,” Jonathan said.

      “She is now,” he said. “But it was a long road back. She left because she was looking for information.”

      Jonathan leaned back and closed his eyes. Here he thought he’d been clever with his sister, but she had left because of him. He was certain of it. “So she latched on to some dark power?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t think she was actually latching on to any dark power. She latched on to a Sul’toral—that’s who she was working under—but he wasn’t a dark power. He had her chasing dark creatures, dark sorcerers, and ultimately Toral, then Sul’toral. She has grown increasingly competent, to the point where she is the reason that several Sul’toral have been removed from power.”

      Jonathan could tell that Char was keeping something from him, but he didn’t know what it was, and he wasn’t going to keep pushing at it. “So Jayna is a Toral—”

      “Actually, I think she’s something more than that now. She was gone for a little while recently, and when she returned, she was even more powerful than she had been before. And she had become quite powerful with what she had done with bloodstone.”

      At the mention of bloodstone, Matthew sucked in a sharp breath.

      Jonathan looked over, and Matthew shook his head slightly.

      “So how does all of this tie in?”

      “I was getting to that,” Char said. “Your sister is powerful. That’s what you want to know, right? You want to know if she is going to be able to protect herself, and whether she is in any sort of danger, given the kind of thing that she might be dealing with, and I guess all I can tell you is that she is relatively safe. At least, she always has been. So seeing as she has gone missing now, especially in light of this scepter business, I figured that I would come to you, to see if there’s anything that you might know.”

      “Why to see if there’s anything that I might know?”

      “Well, because it has to do with the El’aras,” he said.

      “And why would I…” He trailed off, looking over at Matthew. “Not me. Matthew.” Matthew had been right in his suspicions about Jayna. “What did she do to him?”

      Char shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “But you know him.”

      Char nodded slowly. “It was in Nelar. There was an attack, and he helped.”

      “What did I help with?” Matthew asked.

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t privy to all the details, only that Jayna asked for your help, and you provided it. She said that you are an old friend and that you knew her brother. And…”

      “And what?”

      “And you helped us deal with a cache of bloodstone.”

      Matthew sat back, looking down at his hands.

      Jonathan would have to dig into that a little bit more, but now was not the time. Now he needed to know more about what was happening with his sister.

      “So you think that we have access to El’aras contacts, and you came to us so that you could figure out what was happening to Jayna. Do I have that right?”

      “You do,” Char said.

      “And you didn’t realize that my sister has not been sharing things with me, at least about who she is, and what she is, and how she is connected to the kind of power that she is, so now you’re starting to question whether you made a mistake.”

      Char stared at him for a moment and then nodded.

      “And the Society is looking for Jayna—”

      “Not the Society. Just me.”

      “I see,” Jonathan said, leaning forward and watching Char. “That’s why you came to me. You want this to be outside of the Society, and then bring it back so that you can try to help Jayna. That it?”

      “I don’t want anything to happen to her. Unfortunately, there are limits to what the Society can get involved in, and if it has to do with the El’aras…”

      “You don’t want the El’aras to think the Society is coming after them.”

      “No. I do not.”

      “And your involvement with the Society?”

      “I am one of the council.”

      Jonathan frowned, glancing over at Matthew. “I didn’t realize that the Society had a council leading it.”

      “It doesn’t,” Matthew said.

      “It didn’t,” Char corrected. “But it now does. Things have changed, out of necessity, of course. As we have been dealing with more power in the world, and dangerous power, we have been forced to use different tactics.”

      Jonathan could tell that he was picking his words carefully, and he couldn’t help but wonder what different tactics he referred to, and what that might mean.

      Jonathan smiled tightly. “Which means that you are trying to conceal some power?”

      “We’re not trying to conceal anything. We recognize that there is a danger in the city, and we have been doing all that we can to ensure that we flush it out,” Char said.

      “And that involves what?”

      “You’ve probably heard rumors. First the Fates, then another Sul’toral attack—”

      “Another?”

      “Well, the Fates were Sul’toral.”

      All of this felt like too much for Jonathan. “And Jayna had a hand in all of this?”

      “How else do you think she got to working for the king?”

      He hadn’t even considered that, though he had assumed that it was tied to her role within the Society, but now he wasn’t quite as sure. If it was not, and if it was tied to what she had done for the city, then she had earned it. Should he be proud or scared?

      “If we do this,” Jonathan said, “I want to know what you are going to do for us.”

      “I thought that you would do this because of your sister.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Normally, I would say that would be enough reason, but seeing as how Jayna has not been very forthcoming with me, I’m not sure that it makes that much of a difference to me.”

      “You won’t just help her?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Jonathan said.

      Char watched him. “What do you need?”

      “How are you with making enchantments?”

      He frowned. “I’m a sorcerer.”

      “Good. So if we were to have need of enchantments, is there a way that I could reach you to discuss what we might find useful?”

      He knew he was pushing, but at this point, if Char was willing to help, they would need to use him in order to figure out what had happened to Jayna. And Jonathan was not about to sit idle if something had happened to his sister. He was determined to go after her and figure out what might have happened. The problem was that he wasn’t sure that he would uncover anything useful very easily. Worse, he couldn’t help but feel that Char was right. There had to be some El’aras connection, which meant that Matthew was the right person to dig into it.

      And they had already been digging into the El’aras. They had already recognized that there was something strange taking place in the city, which they had been careful to look into, but they had not found anything more.

      “I suppose that I could provide you with the necessary enchantments, but within reason.”

      Jonathan smiled tightly. “Of course. Within reason. We would not ever think to ask you to do anything that you would find distasteful. And anything that we would ask for would be to look for my sister. Nothing more.”

      “Then I can help.”

      “I will get you a list,” Jonathan said.

      “A list?” He frowned. “I don’t know if I can—”

      “You want to find her, right? Then we will get you a list, and you will help us with whatever you can.”

      Char nodded slowly. “I suppose. I will help as much as I can.”

      Jonathan got to his feet. He had started toward the door when an idea came to him. He reached into his pocket, grabbed the strange enchantment that he’d been given by the woman, and held it out.

      “Do you recognize this?”

      Char took it and held it up to twist it in the light. He scanned it for a moment, and then he cupped his hand around the enchantment. He whispered a few words, and Jonathan felt the surge of power from him, along with a swirling that suggested that he was using some sort of facade. Not that he could see magic. Jonathan didn’t think that would even be possible. But as he watched, he noticed it swirling primarily around Char’s hand, and then it faded.

      When Char opened his hand, he looked over, then held out the enchantment for Jonathan. “I feel three distinct enchantments in this.”

      “That’s what I was told.”

      “Well, three different enchantments, which suggests that there are different ways in which the power can be worked. Without trying to trigger it, I’m not sure that I can tell you what it is, but you need to activate all three of them at the same time.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “The better question is, should you do that?”

      “I was told this would be helpful.”

      “Told by who?”

      Jonathan smiled. “That doesn’t really matter. But I figured that a sorcerer of your level should be able to help me find out what it does, and what more I can do with it.”

      “Well, a sorcerer of my level can tell you that it is a combination of three different enchantments, but I can’t tell you exactly what the enchantments do, nor can I tell you how to control them.”

      “Thank you,” Jonathan said.

      “If you are determined to use it, you have to find a way to activate all three and prioritize one of them, which is what will give you the control. If you understand that control, then you can begin to change, and you can start to switch the focus to one of the other enchantments.” He shrugged. “At least, that would be how I would use this. But I don’t know if this was made by sorcery or dular.”

      Jonathan frowned at the use of the word dular. It was a derogatory term for enchanters, and one that he preferred not to use. “I will get you my list.”

      Char left them, and Jonathan turned to see Matthew sitting, staring at the fire crackling in the hearth.

      “What’s wrong?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Well, Matthew just had a fear of his confirmed.”

      “That that sorcerer knows that he’s El’aras?”

      “It’s more than that,” Jonathan said. “It has to do with how the sorcerer knows that he is El’aras.”

      Elizabeth frowned. “How is it?”

      “Because I’ve met him before,” Matthew said. “And I’ve had that memory taken from me.”

      She frowned. “They can do that?”

      “They can do anything,” he said.

      “How about this? We go and figure out what happened to my sister, and then we can ask why she took your memories.”

      Matthew nodded. “I think that we should.”

      “How do you propose that we do that?” Elizabeth asked. She turned and looked at the door, toward where Char had departed, and her facade swirled around her for a moment before taking hold again. As it did, Jonathan saw a swirl of power around her, much like he had been seeing each time somebody used magic around him lately.

      Maybe Char was right. Maybe Jonathan could see magic.

      He would have to think about that later, much like he would have to think about what that meant later. For now, he had to propose something that he couldn’t believe he was thinking of.

      “Well, we need to know what Jayna was doing with that scepter, right?”

      “We do,” Matthew said, finally looking up.

      “So we have to go to the one person who might actually be able to understand what’s going on with the scepter, and—”

      “No,” Matthew said.

      “I think we have to,” Jonathan said.

      “We have to do what?” Elizabeth asked.

      Matthew got to his feet and gripped the hilt of his sword for just a moment, looking over at Jonathan. “He wants us to go see Heziah.”
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      “I’m not going to say much about this, but I think the plan is stupid,” Matthew said as they made their way through the streets. Fog had settled over the city, though it was thin, and it made the city glisten.

      Thankfully, Jonathan didn’t have the same sense of power that he had detected lately. If there was any magic that continued to sputter about in the city, he didn’t feel it now.

      “I don’t like the idea of you breaking into the prison.” Matthew glanced over at Jonathan. “Ever since you got out, you’ve been different.”

      “You think a man who ends up in prison shouldn’t come back different?”

      Matthew grunted. “That’s not what I’m saying. You’ve been a bit more daring. But a bit more spiteful as well.”

      “I think it has been Heziah,” Jonathan said. “I… well, I don’t know what it is. Maybe the idea of him getting in our way, threatening us, my sister, and trying to steal from us has been too much for me.”

      “I get that.”

      They stopped near one end of an intersection, with a row of houses across from them, and the sound of a tavern minstrel rolling down the street. The music was loud, boisterous, and every so often, the door to the tavern would open, and more music would come drifting out. Normally, it was the kind of place that Jonathan would be drawn to.

      “He’s imprisoned, Jonathan. And when he was caught, I actually thought that maybe we could move on from all of this, that you could move on from all of this. I figured it would be better.”

      Jonathan forced a smile. “I will move on. Once we figure this out. Figure out what happened to my sister, and then…” He shrugged. “Besides, if we do this the right way and help Char figure out what happened to my sister, we might even have the Society as an ally.”

      “And that really isn’t like you, Jonathan.”

      “Maybe I’ve changed. Five years is a long time, Matthew.”

      A bloom of magic came from somewhere behind Jonathan. He turned and stared down the street. He didn’t see anything and wished that he had brought some of his enchantments with him. The only ones that he had on him now were enchantments that were designed to help in a fight.

      “Anyway, if we figure this out,” Jonathan continued, “we can get the shield back from the Society. Don’t you want that?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “What about you? Since I got out, you’ve been different, too. All of this has been hard on you trying to understand your place with the El’aras, but you don’t have to hide from it.”

      “Who said I was hiding?”

      Jonathan held his hands up. “I’m not trying to start an argument. I’m just making a statement of fact.”

      Matthew breathed out heavily. “Maybe he’s having that effect on both of us. I was perfectly content being Matthew Veran and not even thinking about where I came from. All of this, dealing with El’aras enchantments, and now El’aras artifacts that may or may not be powerful, has me torn in ways that I don’t even know how to respond to.”

      “Well, we can deal with that together—that is, if you want to. We get rid of Heziah, if we can, or at least neutralize him. Then we figure out what we want.”

      “When you say that, it tells me that you have already decided.”

      Jonathan said nothing.

      Matthew laughed quietly. “Who’s going to be the Dragon?”

      “Why does there need to be one?”

      Matthew snorted. “Do you know what the city was like after you were pinched?”

      “Not particularly. You’ve told me a few things, but not much.”

      “Anybody who had worked with you stayed quiet—for the most part, at least. There was a push to uncover any of the Dragon’s associates. Grayson was gone,” he said, watching Jonathan for a reaction but getting none, as Jonathan didn’t know how to react to comments about Grayson anymore, “and others sort of drifted into the background. Anybody who had worked with you tried to insert themselves into other teams. For a while, there were five or six teams running the streets of the city, each of them with somebody who wanted to become the next Dragon. A few were killed off. One was captured—”

      “Who was that?”

      “Lortian.”

      Jonathan waved his hand. “He was no good. He even ended up in prison near me. Didn’t hear much from him.”

      When men came to prison, they did one of three things, generally—at least in Jonathan’s experience. Some kept to themselves. That was one way to make it through a prison term. That was what Jonathan had wanted to do but hadn’t really been able to, given his reputation. Some joined a prison gang, followed whoever was leading it, and ended up losing part of their identity. Jonathan had avoided that. And some tried to exert their own influence, drawing people to them. That was what Jonathan had done.

      Lortian had retreated, grown sickly, and then had been moved to a different part of the prison, and Jonathan had never heard from him again.

      “Regardless,” Matthew said, “too many teams were vying for what you once held. That was why I got out of the city—or why I stayed out of the city, I should say. I didn’t want to get caught up in it. I wasn’t going to take up with some other team. And I didn’t really want to get caught up in the next wave of arrests.”

      “But you were here when I returned.”

      “Because things had calmed down. Nobody could become the next Dragon, and over time, everybody just sort of stopped trying. The jobs got smaller, and when somebody tried something a bit riskier, there would be a little bit of commotion after it, but then things would quiet again. Until you returned.” He looked at Jonathan. “Now that you’ve come back, there has been more of a stirring in the city. Maybe that’s not what you want, but there are others who see you, think that they can dethrone you and take up more of a position of authority.”

      “Why haven’t I seen—oh. You’ve been taking care of things.”

      Matthew shrugged. “I’ve been making sure that nobody really challenges you. It’s only served to enhance your reputation, though. Unfortunately.”

      “Which is why you’re concerned about who will be the Dragon.”

      “It’s why I’m concerned about who you will leave in your place. And if you leave them, and if they can hold that position, then…” Matthew shrugged. “Maybe the city can remain calmer this time.”

      Jonathan breathed out slowly. “You know, I’ve never even thought about any of that.”

      “I know you haven’t. So if you are going to leave, make sure that you decide what influence you want to leave behind. Whatever else, I know you care about your influence on the city.”

      Jonathan wanted to object, but there wasn’t much to object to. Matthew wasn’t wrong.

      Another bloom of power came from behind him. Jonathan turned, but he didn’t see anything. This was a regular burst of power, though. And with that regularity, he couldn’t help but feel there was a purpose to it.

      “I guess we’re done,” Matthew said.

      “No, that’s not it,” Jonathan said. “I just felt something.”

      “That’s another thing that’s a little different since you’ve been back—what you feel.”

      “Is it a problem?”

      Matthew shook his head. “Not for me. At least, not particularly. But what you can feel of magic is impressive. As much as you might want to deny it, I suspect your ability is its own form of magic.”

      That fit with Jonathan’s feelings about it as well.

      “Anyway,” Matthew continued, “if we’re going to break into this, then I’m going to find plans to the prison. I know your sorcerer contact intends to get you a copy as well, but I figure it can’t hurt to use several different resources to make sure we have an accurate layout. Besides, I might be able to uncover whatever defenses they have there as well. I doubt we’re going to be able to walk in and ask to see him.”

      “No. I’m quite sure that we aren’t going to be able to walk in and ask to see him.” That meant a break-in. That didn’t bother Jonathan. Much. “Do you need help with what you’re doing?”

      “Do you need help with what you intend to do?”

      Jonathan had started to turn toward the sense of magic off behind him, and he flashed a rueful smile. “I suppose that’s fair.”

      “Just get back to the house, and keep Elizabeth from doing anything ridiculous. For all I know, she’s the one that you’ve detected.”

      Jonathan doubted that was the case. When Elizabeth was using her power, he rarely detected anything from her. She was too skilled, and too often she drew upon her power through the El’aras charm so that she didn’t reveal anything of it. “I doubt we have to worry about her.”

      “And I was thinking the opposite, that we need to be concerned about what she is doing. She’s going to need to be protected from herself.”

      “You have to give her more credit,” Jonathan said.

      “I have been trying. She can be a bit bullheaded, and I don’t want her to end up getting pinched, like you. Or worse.”

      “And here she thought you didn’t care about her.”

      “Don’t care? She’s a part of the team. A damn important one, too. And…” He shook his head. “She’s got a strength to her, Jonathan. I appreciate it, and I know that will serve her well. It’s just that she has to be reined in every so often for her own safety.”

      “Well, I’m not going to be the one to reveal to her that you want her to be safe. But you should let her know. She thinks you don’t like her.”

      Matthew snorted. “Fine.” He nodded to Jonathan and then drifted down the street, moving in a dangerous fashion until he reached the shadows, where he blended in and essentially disappeared, almost as if he were using some sort of enchantment to conceal himself.

      Jonathan lingered for a moment until he decided that he needed to get moving. There had been that sense of power behind him, and yet he wasn’t sure what it was or who was responsible for it. Not Elizabeth, he thought. But he did wait until after Matthew had gone, to give her a chance to reveal herself. If there was one thing he knew about Elizabeth, it was that she could be a bit too quick to follow, which gave him an opportunity to see her shimmering facade.

      He saw no evidence of it, and so he started toward what he felt.

      There was a pattern to that enchanted power. At least, Jonathan suspected that it was enchanted power, and not sorcery. Though Char might be willing to work with them and had proven that he was interested in having Jonathan help figure out what had happened to Jayna, Jonathan was not convinced that he was a full ally just yet. He couldn’t trust a sorcerer. Even his sister didn’t warrant the level of trust he had for those on his team.

      He hadn’t gone very far when he saw a caravan of wagons moving under the cover of darkness. They were sliding down an alley, though the wagons were narrow enough that they fit. There had to be at least five, and from the slow pace, they must be heavy.

      What is going on?

      Stranger still was the fact that Jonathan could feel something coming off these wagons. It had to be magic of some sort, but he didn’t know if the wagons themselves were enchanted or if the person pushing them had the power he’d started to feel.

      Jonathan knew where he was in the city and where this alley would lead. He hurried around to the opposite street, at the far end of the alley, to get a better glimpse of who was a part of this. If there was ever a time when his being the Dragon would make a difference, it would be now. He didn’t like that he felt that way, but he also didn’t like the fact that somebody was obviously moving items through the city here without him being aware of what was happening.

      Maybe Bartholomew would know.

      Thankfully, his wealth had permitted him the opportunity to acquire a diverse selection of enchantments. Though he had not brought one for enhanced eyesight with him, he had brought several that would create something like a facade. The effect was limited, not nearly as powerful as what Elizabeth could create, but it didn’t need to be. All Jonathan really needed was to blend into the side of the building and remain motionless.

      He slipped the small enchantment out of his pocket, and he squeezed it. It was shaped something like a cross, with small, sharp edges to it that almost drew blood, but not quite. He didn’t squeeze it tightly enough for that. But the enchantment did hurt. It needed contact for it to be effective.

      As the power of the enchantment washed over him, Jonathan could feel the energy sweeping through him, and then it faded. He stood at the edge of the building, waiting for the wagons to reappear.

      It shouldn’t take long. He felt the bloom of power from the enchanted wagons, or the ones pushing them, but still didn’t see any sign of them. Jonathan waited, and then waited some more, but when they still didn’t reappear, he found himself frowning.

      Could they have some other way of moving the items?

      Jonathan pulled the enchantment out of his palm, slipped it into his pocket, and then reached for an explosive enchantment. Better to be safe than sorry.

      He slipped toward the alley, and once he reached it, he hesitated there for a moment. There was no sound, though now that he had a chance to think about it, there had not been any sound from the wagons before. He didn’t have to go far before he saw a body lying on the ground. He wasn’t dead, as he could see the man breathing, but he was unconscious.

      Three others were like that.

      The wagons were upended. And when Jonathan poked his head into one, he found it empty. He hurriedly looked at the others and found them each empty.

      He didn’t see anyone here.

      Strange, though, that somebody would attack the wagons in this alley. And this wasn’t even the first time that there had been a job like this. And he believed that it was all tied together somehow.

      What was Erica doing?
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      Jonathan tapped on the enchantment, and as he had done ever since he had acquired the strange ring, he continued to try to probe into it, wondering if there was any sort of power that he might be able to detect within the ring that would help him understand its purpose. The strange shop owner had felt this ring would be beneficial, but so far, Jonathan hadn’t found anything about it that had proven beneficial to him. Then again, he hadn’t been charged anything for the ring, so he figured it was a dud.

      “Are you still worrying about that?” Elizabeth asked, taking a seat next to Jonathan and grabbing for the ring. Jonathan didn’t even fight her for it. “It seems like it reacts when I hold it, but anytime I try to feel anything with it, it starts to slip away.” She looked up at him. “I realize that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Actually, it makes about as much sense as anything else that I have figured out from it.”

      “Have you asked anybody else what they think?”

      “Only you, Matthew, Leland, and… well, I guess that’s it.”

      “What about some of your other sources within the city?”

      “None.”

      “And you are sure it is an enchantment?”

      “I’m sure it’s some sort of enchantment, but the problem is I don’t know what kind of enchantment it is, and more than that, I don’t know if that would even make a difference.”

      “It’s really strange,” she said.

      “Exactly.”

      “No. The way that shop owner does business. That’s strange. I’ve not come across anybody like that.”

      Jonathan took the ring back from her and turned it over in his hand as he focused on which aspect of it might react to him, but none of them did. “You know, I’ve discovered that many of the shop owners have a little strangeness to them, especially when it comes to enchantments. In this case, we are dealing with an actual enchanter, and considering the way they have struggled over the years, I guess I’m not terribly surprised that she would operate a bit differently.”

      Elizabeth leaned back. “It’s still strange.”

      “Is that all you came down here to tell me?”

      “Well, not really. I know you have Matthew out scouting for plans for the prison, and Leland is practicing, so I figured I could help you.”

      “I’m waiting for an appointment.”

      She arched a brow at him. “You have an appointment?”

      “I do,” Jonathan said.

      “Who do you have coming here?” She quickly covered her mouth. “Oh. Is it a woman? You know, we’ve been worried about you, Jonathan. You seem so lonely, after all, and after being in prison for as long as you were, no one would fault you for needing to have a dalliance.”

      He found himself laughing while looking over at Elizabeth. “A dalliance? Are you old enough to even be talking to me about a dalliance?”

      “Well, I figured I’d put it in terms that a man your age might understand. This younger generation tends to talk about it in different terms. But it’s not like I haven’t had my share of boys. Now I’m just looking around to find the right one.”

      “I think you should wait for the right man and pass on any of the boys. It’s the same advice that I gave Jayna years ago, but maybe you listen better than she does. She never really had time for my advice.” Jonathan laughed to himself. “Of course, I didn’t always have time to provide her with the advice she needed, so I suppose it goes both ways.”

      “And what advice would you give her?”

      “You have to find somebody who treats you like an equal. Start there, and you can work out almost anything else. Well, you can’t work it out if you don’t have a mutual attraction, but you do need to find somebody that you respect, and who respects you, and who doesn’t necessarily want to change who and what you are.”

      “So I need to find a thief,” she said.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Only thieves are going to care for other thieves,” she said.

      “I don’t know. There are plenty of people who are open-minded.”

      “Well, I hope that I can meet them one day.” She looked at the ring Jonathan was holding, then glanced up at him. “What did your sister say when you gave her that advice?”

      “She didn’t like to listen to my advice. She was always stubborn. And to be honest, I was always stubborn with her, so I think it was probably warranted.”

      “Why?”

      “I suppose, if you were to ask Jayna, I tried to push her into being a part of my team and never took into account the possibility that she would not have any interest in it.” He looked over at Elizabeth. “Part of that is why I’m so careful with you, Leland, and to a certain extent, Matthew, to make sure that you are doing what you want to be doing and that you don’t feel like you have been coerced into anything that you may not want to be a part of.”

      “Sometimes you tend to be a bit too protective, Jonathan.”

      “Do I, now?”

      “Hey,” Elizabeth said. “I thought we were having a moment here.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure that we were.”

      “Were?”

      He laughed. “Fine. I’m pretty sure that we are. So you want me not to be so protective?”

      “Well, you have to know that we’ve all made our choices, and all of us are adults, and all of us can make those choices. Even me.”

      “I know,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, sometimes you look at me like I’m a child.”

      “I didn’t think I was doing that anymore.”

      “Anymore?” She arched a brow. “And here I didn’t think I would get you to acknowledge anything.”

      “Well, I’m not going to deny that I thought you young when we first started working with you. And I was worried that you might be too young.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I’m afraid of how much trouble I’m going to get you into, and I’m getting concerned about how much trouble you’re going to get me into.”

      “That’s the kind of compliment a woman likes to hear.” She flicked her gaze to the door. “Do you need time on your own for your appointment, or do you mind if I sit in?”

      “That’s a bit more maturity than I’m ready for,” he said.

      “Not like that,” she said.

      “You can sit in,” Jonathan said, laughing.

      A knock came at the door, and Jonathan got up, with Elizabeth following him. He pulled the door open, and the young sorcerer Char stood on the other side, regarding Jonathan.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to answer so quickly,” Char said.

      “I knew you were coming.”

      Char looked at Elizabeth, and he smiled, which made Jonathan chuckle. Elizabeth elbowed him, and Char frowned. “Am I interrupting anything?”

      “With Elizabeth? Not really. She’s as annoying as my sister.”

      Char watched Jonathan for a moment before shaking his head slowly. “You should remember that I am friends with your sister.”

      “And you should remember that she’s still my sister. Now, do you have what I asked for?”

      “I’m uncomfortable with the terms of this arrangement,” Char said.

      “I didn’t ask you to be comfortable with it,” Jonathan said. “I just asked for you to make sure it was done. We’ll talk to Heziah, get the information we need, and go after Jayna. That’s what you want, after all.”

      “It is. She’s remained silent.”

      “And you would have heard by now?”

      Jonathan wasn’t sure what communication Char had with Jayna or how quickly it would work. Jonathan had undoubtedly been around different enchantments that allowed rapid communication, but he didn’t have the sense that an enchantment was what Char implied. He wasn’t sure what it was, though.

      “I would’ve heard from her by now. And I’m worried about her. I’m not too proud to acknowledge that.”

      “What’s the deal between the two of you?” Jonathan asked.

      “Are you concerned because you don’t approve of me?”

      “I don’t know that I can make any claim to that,” Jonathan said. “She’s my sister, and I was away for a long time, and I can’t say that I know everything or everyone who is a part of her life.”

      “We met early on in the Academy,” Char said. “We became friends. I thought that she might be interested in more,” he went on, and he flushed slightly, “but I don’t think she ever really was. I’m not really her type.”

      The talk with Elizabeth about boys and men had Jonathan curious about what kind of person might be his sister’s type, though he wasn’t sure that talking to Char would provide that answer.

      “So you’re just friends.”

      “Just friends. You wouldn’t do whatever it took to help a friend?”

      “I would. And I have.”

      Char looked at him for a long moment, and finally he nodded. “Anyway, here you go.” He handed a satchel to Jonathan. “I brought as many as I could, and I’ve labeled them for you to have them sorted and organized, and they can provide different precautions. Several different enchantments should neutralize Heziah if he were to get free, though that’s not likely, and I don’t think you’ll need them.”

      “I just want to be safe,” Jonathan said.

      That was his one request, though he had asked for other precautions that might help. He hadn’t known how much Char would provide, and he had to acknowledge that Char had come through better than expected. If the enchantments were as he claimed, and if they provided a measure of true sorcery, they might be even more useful than almost any others that Jonathan had. He had bought enchantments plenty of times, but he had never gotten anything from somebody high up in the Society House.

      Even when he had been working with Heziah, the enchantments that Heziah had made for him had been somewhat minimal, likely because he wanted to conceal his true potential and power.

      “Well, as I said, I don’t think you’re going to have to be too concerned about him breaking out on you, and I believe that you will be protected with what I’ve provided, but if something were to happen, you have a few precautions here, and you don’t have to be overly concerned at this point.”

      “Thank you,” Jonathan said.

      “When are you going to do it?” Char asked.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “Well, I don’t know if I do or not, but I just want to be aware of your timeline so if the Society gets word that somebody is trying to attack the prison and break Heziah out, we are forewarned. More than that, I just want to make sure that if there is any sort of attack, I can caution the council that you aren’t trying to free him.”

      “I anticipate that we will be moving in the next day or so.”

      “So soon?”

      Soon? Jonathan didn’t think that was soon. It felt late. If it had been up to him, he would have gone immediately to the island, to the prison, and broken in to ask Heziah questions that only he might be able to answer. As it stood, the only reasons he was taking the time that he was were the hope that they would be better prepared for anything they might encounter on the way and the need for Matthew to find sources that would provide them with the most accessible route into the prison. Jonathan may have spent time in the prison, but that didn’t mean that he knew the layout as well as he should for a job like this.

      “Well, breaking into a prison requires planning, but it isn’t as hard as breaking out of prison. I’m hopeful that all we end up doing is going in and out.”

      “I see,” Char said. “I will warn the council.”

      “I would much rather you didn’t,” Jonathan said.

      “And why is that?”

      “The fewer the people who know, the less likely anybody will betray us. Now, I’m sure that you don’t have any reason to believe that anybody on your council is untrustworthy, but given that I don’t know them and that I’m naturally suspicious, I would rather keep our circle somewhat contained.”

      Char paused a moment to consider. “Fine. If you get into any trouble, I want you to communicate with me. There’s a marker in the satchel that you can use. Send word, and I will make sure that the Society does not prosecute. At least, I will do whatever I can, whatever is within my power to do. Is that acceptable to you?”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “And get Jayna back.”

      “I told you that I will do anything to do so.”

      Char watched Jonathan and looked as if he wanted to say something more.

      Elizabeth slipped forward, grabbed Char by the arm, and guided him away. “Let me see you out. Now, is your name really Char?”

      Char looked back at Jonathan, watching him for a moment, before he turned away. Jonathan ignored him and waited in the doorway until Elizabeth had returned.

      “You seem bothered. I would have thought that you’d be thrilled. You have the Society on your side now, and you have enchantments that—”

      “I don’t worry about needing to pay for enchantments. We have enough money for that,” Jonathan said. “And I’ll be honest, I would much rather not have to deal with the Society at all, but I suppose it is better that we have the Society behind us rather than against us. It’s just that all of this has me uncomfortable, and when I’m uncomfortable, I lash out.”

      “I know,” she said. “So let’s get you out of here and maybe walk the streets. I can hide us in a facade, and you can regale me with stories of what you used to do when you were a young thief.”

      “I’m not so sure you want to hear those.” He nodded toward the door. “Did he say anything more?”

      “About you? No. Then again, I didn’t ask him.”

      “What did you ask him?”

      “For a drink, of course.”

      Jonathan snorted. “I am going to have to be careful with you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I think you are going to get somebody in trouble. The problem is that I don’t know who.”

      “Well, there’s a start.” She had started toward the door when Matthew came bursting in.

      His hand immediately went to the hilt of his sword, and then he froze, looking at the two of them. “Where were you going?” Matthew asked.

      “Out,” Elizabeth said. “Now, if you’d like to join us, you’d be more than welcome to. Jonathan just had an appointment, and he’s a little uptight, so I thought that I would get him out of the house and into the city, where he could have a chance to relax a little bit.”

      “We have to move quicker than we thought.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, because I’m starting to hear rumors.”

      Jonathan glanced down at the satchel. “Rumors? What kind of rumors?”

      “Generally, the kind of rumors that indicate something of power is starting to move. And worse, there are rumors about Heziah.”

      “I don’t know that rumors about Heziah are that much of a problem,” Elizabeth said, glancing from Matthew to Jonathan. “It’s not as if he was necessarily quiet with his activity in the city. And him going silent, getting captured, and all of that really benefits us, more than anything else.”

      “The rumors are a warning,” Matthew said. “Something like that usually means there will be a play to break him out.”

      “How long?” Jonathan said.

      “I don’t know. And there may not be any meat to these rumors, but even hearing them is enough to convince me that we need to move. Unquestionably tomorrow.”

      “What if Heziah is behind them?” Elizabeth asked.

      It was an interesting thought, and given what they knew of Heziah and the kinds of things that he had done in the past, Jonathan wouldn’t be terribly surprised to hear that Heziah might have set up rumors for exactly this reason.

      “You don’t think he could have planned for this?” Matthew said.

      “We know nothing about his network,” Jonathan said. “The only thing we know about Heziah is that he has power, that he likely serves some other power, and that he was active in the city for longer than we realized, and forced us to serve. So I guess the real question is whether he forced anybody else to serve him.”

      “And if he did?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Well, if he did, then there’s a real possibility that he poses a very different danger to us than we know.”

      Matthew watched Jonathan. “Which has been my concern all along. I’ve been worried about what Heziah might try. He’s already upset with us, and he blames us.”

      “So?” she asked. “Does it even matter? At this point, we know that Heziah might want to manipulate you and us, but he’s in prison.”

      Jonathan looked over at Matthew. He saw the look on Matthew’s face, the resolve in his eyes, but more than that, he saw an expression he had come to know long before. It was an expression that suggested that he shared the same concern that Jonathan had.

      Heziah might be in prison, but it still seemed to Jonathan, and probably to Matthew, that he could damage them in ways they might not even be able to see. More than that, he might have a plan in place that they had not yet accounted for. And it would be tied to the shield in some way and perhaps to something else that they did not know.

      “Well,” Jonathan said. “I guess we should make a few other preparations in addition to getting ready to get onto the island.”

      “Can I help?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I’m going to need your help,” Jonathan said. “Because we’re going to need to move silently, to get around the city and spread our own rumors. And I’d like you to go to Bartholomew,” he said to Matthew. “Make sure that he knows that we are active and open for jobs. Regardless of what comes out of our visit with Heziah, we might need to deal with any network he still has in the city.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Matthew said. “I’ve already done that. If you’re going out, I’m coming with you.”

      “Then we had better get Leland,” Jonathan said. “Otherwise, he’s going to feel left out.”

      “So we’re all going out?” Elizabeth asked, sounding puzzled. “Can you tell me what we are doing?”

      “Making ourselves visible,” Jonathan said. “So that if Heziah is planning something, we either hear of it or push up his timeline.”

      And not only did Jonathan have to do that, but he had to find a plan of his own, one that he could coordinate, to stay ahead of Heziah. He was not going to let Heziah beat him again.
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      The section of the city was old. Dirty. But there was a distinct sense of magic that existed here. Jonathan had come out here with intention, partly because he felt like he needed to understand this place, and needed to know why Heziah had brought him out here, but partly because he remained convinced that Grayson had a hand in what he had seen.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Elizabeth asked, glancing over at him. She had him wrapped in a facade, and the power that she was holding was considerable. He couldn’t see anything about the facade—at least not from his vantage, hidden inside it—but he could feel the power that she was using. That much was different for him, at least.

      “Before we go for this, we need to know what he’s doing.”

      “What if it’s not him at all?” she asked.

      “He’s involved. Somehow. I just don’t know how. Yet. But I intend to figure it out.”

      Elizabeth started to laugh. “You see him as some sort of bogeyman,” she said.

      Jonathan glanced over. They stopped near a crumbling building, and he was reminded of several other buildings that he had visited in the past. “The bogeyman?”

      “Well, you are seeing dangers that might not be there. You’re scared. He’s in prison, and you’re still scared of him.”

      It was similar to what Matthew had implied at one point, enough so that Jonathan was left thinking that maybe she was right. As much as it pained him to acknowledge it, maybe he gave Heziah far too much credit.

      “He’s in prison, and you’re right.”

      “I am?” She grinned at Jonathan. “You know, it’s really fantastic for you to say something like that to me. I like being right.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “You know, I didn’t bring you out here because of your facade ability.”

      “No?”

      “Not exactly. I brought you out here because I want you to tell me if you see evidence of other facades.”

      He wasn’t sure if she had that ability, but given the way that she had revealed aspects of her power, he did think that she did. And more than that, he thought that she had to be able to do things that no other sneak that he’d worked with could. Even Grayson.

      At least, Grayson back when he had worked with Jonathan. In the time since, Jonathan had started to question whether Grayson had abilities beyond what Jonathan knew. And there was the simple fact that Grayson would have had time to progress, to work on his abilities, and to become more potent with them.

      “I don’t know that I’m going to find anything. Why would anybody have a facade out here?”

      “The last time I was out here, there was something like a facade,” Jonathan said. “It was subtle—at least, subtle enough that I could barely detect anything.”

      “One of these days, you’re going to have to tell me how it is that you can detect a facade so easily.”

      “There’s nothing easy about it,” he said.

      He could feel the moment that she began to concentrate, to use her intrinsic magic to detect whether there was anything else out here. Jonathan didn’t need to see it, but there was a faint rippling that swept away from her in a way that he found surprising. Not the fact that he could feel it. That was a bit surprising, but not overwhelmingly so. It was more that he found the strength of what he felt surprising. And what he could see radiating off her. Maybe he had not been giving her nearly as much credit as he should have.

      “There really isn’t anything here, Jonathan. Traces of old power, maybe. Even in that, I’m not sure. It’s like things have been changed.” She frowned and pointed to a building up ahead. “That one was made to look slightly less decrepit. But not completely. It’s really quite rundown, but some of the cracks were removed and smoothed over. At least, that’s what I can see here. And it looks like the ground was changed. A few remnants are left over there.” Her brow wrinkled tightly. “I don’t understand it.”

      “Flowers,” Jonathan said. “Dirt. Stone. I suspect that’s why that section was targeted, but I don’t really know, either.”

      “The detail, if this is little more than a remnant of what was once here, is impressive. It’s got to be sorcery. But why would a sorcerer have spent so much time out here working on this?”

      Jonathan paused. “You know, when I was out here before, I was working on the belief of what Heziah had told me about Grayson. It left me thinking that maybe Grayson was responsible for what I saw. Now I don’t really know. Maybe he was, but considering what we saw of Heziah and his facade when he was trying to get away from us, I do wonder if perhaps he was responsible for some of it.”

      “Maybe,” she said.

      “Why the hesitation?”

      “It’s just… well, I don’t want to say this about a sorcerer, especially not one like Heziah, who is probably more than a sorcerer.” She looked over at Jonathan for confirmation, and when he nodded, she went on. “Anyway, it’s just that the facade he used was skillful, but not overwhelmingly so. I realize how that sounds. And I’m not trying to be arrogant.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “You can be arrogant, especially if you’ve earned it.”

      “Well, I’m not exactly sure I’ve earned anything.”

      “Don’t,” Jonathan said. “Don’t be like that, and don’t doubt yourself. I’ve seen what you can do, and the level of control that you have. You’re going to need it. We all are. In fact, I would encourage you to keep pushing yourself to see if you can experiment with other uses of a facade beyond what even I might be able to think of. That’s how you are going to set yourself apart.”

      “Oh, I have,” she said, grinning at him. “But seeing as how you don’t really mind, I might do more.”

      “Why would I mind?”

      “Because you’re the Dragon.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I was. I’m not sure if I still am.”

      They fell silent for a moment, and Jonathan found himself looking around. He couldn’t see any signs of the facade that had been here. He believed Elizabeth, though. If there were faint remnants of a facade, he wondered whether he might be able to observe them, if he focused.

      “So we still don’t know who or why?” she asked.

      “Have you seen anything like this in other parts of the city?” Jonathan asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I haven’t really been looking. Maybe I should.” She frowned again. “Well, there was one place.”

      “Where?”

      “The northern part of the city. It was an old facade. It was mostly gone. I figured it was some old robbery that left it behind.” She shrugged. “But then, it’s a strange place for it.”

      “You’re going to have to show me that at some point,” he said.

      “Oh, I’d be happy to. But I don’t know that you’re going to find anything there. There isn’t anything, really, in that part of the city.”

      She was probably right.

      “What else do you want to do?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I want to walk the city and see if you find anything else like this.”

      “This is how you want to spend your time before we carry out the job?”

      Jonathan pointed to the building where the cracks had been smoothed over. “I met Heziah there.”

      “Oh.” She turned to him. “This is about him.”

      Jonathan nodded. “There’s something that still doesn’t sit right with me. The El’aras enchantments in the city. Heziah. The scepter and the shield. All of it doesn’t quite add up. I’m not sure that I can piece it together, but it does seem to be important. It’s just that I feel like we need to find why, and then we can figure out what.”

      “Well,” she began, looking around, “it isn’t that complicated, I suppose. It’s just a matter of keeping an eye on what’s out here. I can let you know if I see anything.”

      “I’m going to come with you,” Jonathan said.

      “I can do this, Jonathan. You don’t need to waste your time on this.”

      “It’s not wasting time. It’s more about trying to understand what Heziah is after, and I suspect that you showing me places will help.”

      She shrugged. “If you say so. I just don’t want you to feel like it’s a waste of your time.”

      “I won’t.”

      They made their way through the city, and Elizabeth found several other places that were obvious remnants of facades. Most of them were subtle. They made a circle around the outside of the city, with her pointing to various places where she detected them, and she commented on how some of the layers were stronger or weaker than others. The day passed slowly, and by the time they had worked their way around half the city, Jonathan could see the strain in Elizabeth’s eyes.

      “We don’t have to keep going with this,” he said.

      She let out a heavy sigh. They were near the edge of the warehouse district. From here, a series of long, low buildings occupied most of this section of the city. Patrols of soldiers marched through the streets, seemingly providing protection, but the real protection here came from the enchantments, either from enchanters or sorcerers, that were layered over the buildings. No one could get inside these buildings unless they were granted permission.

      Jonathan had detected several bursts of magic as they had made their way around the city. It was not uncommon for him, and yet he found himself wondering if he might find more than just enchantments. For the most part, that was all he detected. The rare sense of profound magic came from deeper in the city, and likely from the Society. Most of the time, the sense of power that came from sorcery was muted, which left Jonathan thinking that the Society had some way of shielding the effect of their power. That didn’t surprise him, as they would obviously want to keep anyone from knowing what they were doing, or even when they were doing something.

      “I can keep looking when we get back,” she said.

      “It’s fine. I was hoping that I might find some pattern here that would help me know if Heziah had something in mind, but there doesn’t seem to be a pattern.”

      “Then maybe it’s not him.”

      “I know,” he agreed. “It’s just that…” He shrugged. “I suppose I was hoping for something easy to explain what he was after, and a way to have more information when we questioned him.” When it came to Heziah, any additional information would provide them with an advantage. And at this point, that was what Jonathan thought that he needed. Any advantage was going to be helpful.

      “If we should put it off…”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I probably should put this off,” he admitted. “The problem is that I don’t know that we can put it off. There’s the danger in doing so with my sister.” And having Matthew insisting that they get moving made Jonathan feel as if they needed to get moving. He wasn’t going to do anything that would put his sister in danger. Then again, he doubted that Jayna would feel the same. “We’re just going to have to use what we have. Besides, this isn’t going to be a difficult job. We just get to him, ask him our questions, and then get back out.”

      Normally, for a job like this, Jonathan would probably only bring a sneak—in this case, Elizabeth. But he needed a lockpick, as he wanted to make sure that they got in and out without anybody knowing that they were there. And he knew Matthew was not about to let him do the job without his help. So the entire team was going to go. It might be a little larger than what he preferred, but there was also another benefit in that he wasn’t sure that he was emotionally prepared to take on the job without having help.

      Elizabeth smiled at him. “Well, you get yourself ready. I’m going to get a good night’s sleep, because tomorrow is going to be interesting. You know, I’ve never been to jail before.”

      “Trust me. It’s not a place you want to go.”

      “Not to stay,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “But it could be interesting.”

      Jonathan snorted. “I’ll see you back at the house.”

      He waited until she was gone, and then lingered for a moment, troubled.

      He probably shouldn’t be. But this was all starting to become a bit more than what he wanted to deal with, and more than what he thought they should deal with. Magic. First with Heziah, to the point where Jonathan couldn’t even stay away from him, and now with Jayna. When he had been the Dragon, Jonathan had avoided getting involved in magical attacks. Now it seemed like everything he did dealt with magic. It was probably a good thing that his team had their own magical connections, himself included.

      As he was making his way through the streets, he began to feel a trace of power, and there seemed to be a pattern to it. It reminded him of some of the jobs that he’d observed before, and he was drawn to it.

      The last job that he had observed had involved a daring—Jonathan would even say dangerous—attack on a caravan, and he had seen Erica’s involvement in it.

      If this was her again…

      He really didn’t like the fact that he didn’t know who was behind all these jobs.

      And so he got to running. He grabbed for several of his enchantments, taking one for speed, one for strength, and even slipping on one to help his eyesight, so that by the time he reached where he felt the enchantments were, he would be ready.

      Another transport.

      He waited until he saw a cloaked figure slipping across the rooftops, and then followed them. Jonathan wasn’t sure, but he had a sneaking suspicion that this was Erica again. He trailed after her down on the street, noting the caravan, and he waited until he felt another burst of power.

      Then he darted forward. There were two people supporting the caravan. One was pushing the wagon, and one was standing guard. Enchanted as he was, Jonathan snuck up behind the guard, caught him with a quick strike to the back of the neck to incapacitate him, and then turned to the one pushing the wagon, who took one look at him and then spun and ran away.

      Jonathan wasn’t normally a fighter, but in this case, enchanted as he was, it was easy enough to be. He looked into the wagon, saw a small box, and flipped it open. El’aras enchantments.

      What was going on here?

      He felt a burst of magic as someone dropped down next to him.

      Jonathan leaned over the box and blocked access to it. “I don’t think you get this one, Erica,” he said.

      She froze. “What are you doing here?”

      “Consider it an intervention.”

      “So now the Dragon decides what happens in the city?”

      Jonathan hadn’t wanted that responsibility again. But maybe Matthew was right. Maybe serving as the Dragon had been a benefit in some ways. Not the ways that Jonathan would have expected, but perhaps in ways that he had not anticipated.

      “The Dragon decides what happens when you deal with this sort of cargo.”

      She darted toward him, but Jonathan was already enchanted, and he blocked her. She backed away, regarding him warily. She flicked her gaze around, which brought a smile to Jonathan’s face.

      “You won’t see him.”

      Matthew. She knew that he was likely working with Jonathan.

      And though normally that would be the case, Matthew wasn’t here now. Jonathan had no idea where Matthew had gone off to.

      “You can let others have jobs,” she said.

      “Do you even know who you are working for?”

      “It doesn’t matter. The job is the job. As long as it pays, I don’t care.”

      “Considering the cargo,” he began, and he suspected that the others were similar, and if so, they were all El’aras enchantments, which worried him, “I have a pretty good idea who’s hired you. Or who you’re working with.” How many El’aras enchantments had now been spread throughout the city? And how many of the thefts had Heziah been behind?

      “Who?”

      “A dangerous sorcerer.”

      She started to laugh, but when Jonathan didn’t laugh along with her, she frowned at him. “What?”

      “You don’t even know, do you? Have you paid any attention to what the Society has been doing lately?”

      “They have been as annoyingly active as usual.”

      “Annoyingly active because they know that there’s a dangerous sorcerer active in the city. One who is not Society-affiliated.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve dealt with him before. And beaten him. That’s the reason I intend to be involved in any jobs he’s behind.” Jonathan looked at the box. “How many others have you taken?”

      “Three or four,” she said slowly.

      “Who did you sell them to?”

      “I never saw them. There was a drop point. That was it.”

      El’aras enchantments dropped around the city.

      Which Jonathan suspected meant that this was all somehow tied together.

      And if he was right, it meant that Heziah was still trying to pull something.

      There were more questions to ask when they got to him.

      “Look into it,” Jonathan said. “See what you can find about a sorcerer named Heziah. And then you can thank me.”

      “Thank you?”

      “Yes,” Jonathan said. He scooped the small box out of the wagon and tucked it under his arm. It wasn’t heavy. There weren’t many enchantments in it. “You can thank me. Sometimes it does make sense to work with a team. They can protect you. Even if it’s protecting you from yourself.”

      She glowered at him. When she took off, she disappeared into the shadows, drawing upon some enchantment that Jonathan couldn’t track, but didn’t really care to. And then she was gone.

      He held on to the box of enchantments and made his way back to the mansion.

      Why was this tied to the El’aras?
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      The rough rock scraped at Jonathan’s hands, but he ignored it as he crouched down beneath the massive boulder in front of him, his feet lodged into position to hold himself steady so that he didn’t slip down the incline. He tried to ignore the sweat dripping down his brow, but a droplet of it worked its way into his eye, making it difficult for him to completely ignore, though he wanted to. He scanned for any sign of movement but saw nothing.

      “You can move anytime now,” Matthew said, clinging to the rock wall a few feet away from him.

      Jonathan glanced over, trying not to show his annoyance at how effortlessly Matthew held on to the wall. His friend kept his fingers pressed into a stone handhold that should not have made it possible for him to maintain his grip, and he had no idea what Matthew’s feet held on to, but somehow his boots didn’t slide. “I’m taking stock of what’s going on here,” Jonathan said. “Just give me a moment, and then I will get moving.”

      Matthew glanced past Jonathan, looking forward, and said nothing. Jonathan appreciated that. It had been difficult for him to even be willing to return here. The great Jonathan Dragon, scared of returning to an island that he had already escaped.

      Only, I didn’t really escape.

      He’d been released. As he learned more about Heziah, and about whatever his sister had done to help Jonathan’s escape, he felt increasingly certain that he needed to know more about what had happened, and why he’d been freed. For the most part, he believed Jayna responsible for setting him free. She’d been looking for him, and given how powerful she now seemed to be, it surprised him that it had taken her as long as it had to get him out.

      There were limits to even that kind of power. Practical limits, and the kind of limitations that Jayna may not have fully understood. Her magic was one thing, but access and influence were a different kind of power.

      It was time to get moving, to get up the side of the rock, into the prison, and get to Heziah. The job had sounded so simple in their planning.

      So often they didn’t have inside information about what they might find or the layout, but in the case of the prison, Jonathan had spent long enough inside its walls that he knew what they would find. At least, he believed that he knew. It should be simple.

      “Jonathan?” Matthew’s voice was soft and silent, almost careful. He’d been increasingly cautious ever since Jonathan had revealed the existence of more El’aras enchantments spread around the city.

      Jonathan looked over at him. He’d scooted closer and was still clinging to the rock, but now he had one hand held out, as if to help Jonathan climb as well.

      “I’m going to be fine,” Jonathan said, breathing out heavily. “Besides, it wasn’t so bad here.”

      Matthew smirked, stretching his normally congenial face into something of a mask. “Prison wasn’t so bad? Well then, I guess I should push you to get moving. And here I felt bad for you and what you had gone through.”

      Jonathan snorted. “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Far be it from me to try to help a friend who doesn’t want my help.”

      Jonathan looked off into the distance, his gaze lingering across the empty clearing. The prison was in the distance, barely visible from here, though he kept watching for signs of patrols. There had to be some protections on the island that would make it difficult to escape, though Jonathan had never had to test them. He’d heard reports of protections, but in the time that he had been in the prison, he had never managed to make his escape. Another failing, he supposed.

      Jonathan took a deep breath and smelled the salt hanging in the air. He was ready. He had to be ready. He was going to lead his team into the prison, and there they would get the answers that they wanted.

      When Jonathan looked over, Matthew shrugged and shifted the coiled rope that hung around his shoulders, suspended under one arm. It was long and slender, and it didn’t look as if it should be strong enough to support anybody’s weight, though the rope had been enchanted so that it would carry anyone, and probably the entire team if it were necessary. Jonathan hoped that it didn’t become necessary, but jobs had gone wrong far too often for him to not make the necessary preparations. Even a well-planned job had complications.

      A failure to plan only guarantees failure.

      Grayson’s words came back to him, especially here, and given what they intended.

      “I find you at your best when you’re emotional,” Matthew said. “Not everybody works like that, you know. Some people need to keep emotion out of what they’re doing, but others, like you, they need to know why they are doing something.”

      “Grayson taught me to keep emotion out of my jobs,” Jonathan said. It was one of the very first lessons his mentor had taught him, wanting Jonathan to know that the more he let himself get caught up in emotion, the more likely it was that someone would use that emotion against him. And it was good advice. Jonathan knew that it was, having seen the repercussions of emotion firsthand. He had seen far too many men act out of a desire for vengeance, or with anger or lust or greed, all of which had ended up with them meeting a dangerous fate.

      “I’m not saying to let the emotion run unchecked. That’s not good for anybody. But having a reason and letting that drive you…” Matthew shrugged. “It works for you, Jonathan. Me, I’m a practical person. I need to do things for a different reason.”

      Jonathan snorted. “It’s more than just your practicality.”

      Matthew shrugged. “Well, we aren’t going to talk about that.” Matthew nodded, looking forward. “I don’t see anything. Do you sense anything?”

      Jonathan took a breath and realized that Matthew was right. Maybe he did operate better with emotion as a part of his jobs. It was a part of who he was, and so there was no reason that it shouldn’t be a part of how he operated. In the distance, he had a vague sense of magic, but he could not tell what kind of magic. Probably enchantments, but with Heziah held in the prison, it was possible there was an element of sorcery to it as well.

      “Probably just enchantments, but I don’t know if there’s anything else here. Prison like this…” He shrugged. “They never held sorcerers here before, but maybe they did and I didn’t know it.”

      “Unless they did burn off Heziah’s power.”

      “Wouldn’t we know?” Jonathan asked. “And Char would have said something about that.”

      “Probably,” Matthew said. “So let’s get up there and get our answers.”

      Jonathan took another breath, and then he crawled up the rock, moving forward. He hadn’t gone very far when he felt a surge of tingling along the surface of his skin, and he froze. Matthew had already climbed up, and his sword was unsheathed, which Jonathan thought was probably unnecessary, but given that they were breaking into a prison, and there were bound to be guards and possibly soldiers to contend with, he thought that maybe it was best that he be on the alert.

      “The sense of magic has changed,” Jonathan said. “It’s gone from a faint undercurrent to something far more acute.”

      “There might be some enchanted barrier,” Matthew said. He turned and walked back to the cliff edge and then back to Jonathan. The landscape had shifted somewhat, going from the rough, irregular brown boulders that they’d scaled to get up to the flat plateau of land upon which the island prison stood, to a green grass meadow that stretched out in front of them before reaching the massive wall that surrounded the prison itself. “I don’t detect anything. Then again, given that I’ve got this,” he said, motioning to his collar, “and these”—he pointed to the manacle on either arm—“maybe I won’t.”

      “Maybe I should keep my El’aras enchantments off.”

      “That was the plan,” Matthew said. He looked back. “I’m going to drop the rope so that Leland and Elizabeth can climb up. Scout along the perimeter here, but don’t go too far.”

      “Who’s the one running the job?”

      “Mostly you, but you need me unless you want to get captured and have a target painted on you.”

      “I think we already have a target painted on us.”

      “Not of the legal kind,” Matthew said, turning away and already uncoiling the rope that he had looped around his shoulders.

      Jonathan turned away. While Matthew helped Elizabeth and Leland up the wall, he was going to scout. It was a job that he had been good at back when he had been working teams and taking on lower-level responsibilities. He had hated being the one who had to scout, but he had grown to appreciate the necessity of the job. And he had grown to appreciate what he could bring to it: focus and a determined intent to search for anything that might be out of the ordinary. That was the kind of thing he had learned to watch for, and the kind of thing that would help ensure that any job was not met with failure.

      He swept his gaze from side to side, but he didn’t find anything. Jonathan didn’t feel anything, either. And that was what he thought was the most significant. He suspected that if there were anything here that would pose a danger to them, he’d feel it.

      The magical sense had faded enough that it no longer left his skin tingling the way that it had before. Either there had been a burst of magic—something that suggested a different challenge than just an enchantment—or he had been meant to feel it.

      He turned his head from side to side, looking for any sign of a facade. There had to be something here, but so far, he hadn’t seen it.

      A facade could be difficult to identify. The key involved looking for outlines of a shimmering sense of magic that would suggest a strangeness. In this case, what he searched for was more than just a hint of strangeness. Jonathan needed to find out whether a facade shielded any enchantments. The effect would be subtle, and it would be simple enough for him to overlook.

      “Well?” Elizabeth asked, gliding up behind him. “The climb wasn’t all that pleasant. I’m glad we had the rope. What were the two of you doing?”

      Jonathan looked over at her. Her gaze swept from side to side, as if she was trying to make sense of what she saw here. “Coming to terms with the prison.”

      She frowned. “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t even think about that.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. I didn’t think it was going to be much of an issue coming here, but apparently, I was traumatized more than I realized.” Jonathan glanced over to where Matthew was helping Leland up the ledge. Leland climbed as quickly as he could, which was more slowly than the rest of them. “I’m going to be fine,” Jonathan went on, turning his attention back to Elizabeth. “But I need you to see if you can pick up on anything here. I’m looking for any facade that might obscure whatever else might be here.”

      “Can’t you just feel the magic that’s up there?” Elizabeth asked.

      It was still strange for Jonathan that so many people understood that aspect of his ability, however unusual it might be. When he’d been working jobs before his imprisonment, he had kept his ability from others, mostly because it was a useful trick to have, but partly because there were some in the city who didn’t care for anything magical—other than to use it when it was convenient, and more often than not, it was convenient. In the case of what he had done, Jonathan had found that in using that connection, and drawing upon the sense of magic, he could at least be alerted to dangers. Most of the time.

      Ever since his release, his ability had become more commonly known. At least among those on his team. Any reluctance on his part to share that truth was tempered by his understanding that his team needed to know him. And he trusted them in ways that he had not trusted many.

      “I can, and there is something, which is why I want us to be careful. Now,” Jonathan continued, “when we get in there, you are responsible for keeping us safe—that is, if you think you can do that.” He said this with a hint of a smile, which elicited an irritated glare from Elizabeth.

      “You know that I can. So just get moving.”

      They started forward. There was a hint of tension on Jonathan’s skin, but nothing about it felt dangerous. Elizabeth and Leland stayed close to him, with Matthew ranging ahead, none of them finding anything to be concerned about. All of it served to reassure him, though Jonathan knew that it probably should not. They drew gradually closer to the walled prison in the distance. As they did, the tension built, suggesting a magic holding around the prison.

      Jonathan looked at the others. There were other ways of approaching, but this one was the easiest, especially as holding a facade that looked like the meadow was easy for Elizabeth. Once they reached the wall, Leland would get them inside, and then Jonathan would lead them. An easy job.

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

      “That’s odd,” Leland said. “Isn’t it? Surely there should be some patrol.”

      “There should be,” Jonathan said. “But we keep going.”

      As they neared the wall, the sense of magic continued to build. Jonathan slowed.

      And then an explosion thundered.
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      Jonathan stared out into the distance, trying to make sense of the explosion, which he had seen but also felt. There had been considerable power in the explosion, and as it had rippled out from somewhere inside the prison, he had felt a burst of magical energy that suggested to him that the source of that explosion had been something magical taking place inside the walls.

      He looked over at Matthew. Matthew’s jaw was clenched, and his hand squeezed the hilt of his sword more tightly than it had before. He shifted one hand, slid it up to his necklace, and gripped it tightly.

      “What is it?” Jonathan asked.

      “I don’t know. I felt… something,” Matthew said.

      “El’aras something?” Jonathan asked.

      “Maybe. It was a strange connection. I’ve never felt anything quite like it before.”

      “Do you think the El’aras could be working with Heziah?” Jonathan asked.

      Matthew let out a heavy sigh. “I would’ve said no, but Heziah might have been hired by them to acquire the scepter and the shield, which might explain his urgency in getting to them.”

      “Why?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I don’t know. They might have offered him something even more powerful in exchange,” Matthew said, “especially if they wanted to acquire items they believe belonged to the gods.”

      Elizabeth’s facade had rippled ever so subtly. Jonathan figured that they were close enough to the wall that whatever rippling of her facade had taken place, it probably didn’t matter at this point. They were close enough to the wall that it sheltered them and provided a barrier to anyone that might see that they were coming. Given that they had seen nothing out on the meadow, he didn’t worry about it much.

      “Regardless, we need to get in there quickly before whoever—or whatever—it is gets to him,” Jonathan said, his voice soft. He patted his satchel, which contained the various enchantments that he had brought with him. Most of them were weaponized enchantments that he could use if he needed to fight his way into the prison, but not all of them were. And for that matter, he wondered if it even made a difference. He had Matthew and his sword, but he also had Matthew along with his El’aras enchantments, which offered a very different level of protection from what he would have on his own. “We get through the wall. We make our way toward the prison complex itself. And that’s about it.”

      “Sounds ridiculously easy,” Matthew said.

      Elizabeth laughed. “Pretty much like all of our jobs. Why should I be surprised that breaking into a prison would suddenly turn into some magical misadventure?”

      “It would be nice if one of these days we were able to take a job that didn’t end up as a disaster,” Matthew muttered.

      “Who says this is a disaster?” Elizabeth asked. “We haven’t even started—at least, not really. Don’t discount us yet.”

      Matthew grunted. “The only reason I haven’t gone the other way is I don’t discount you.”

      Jonathan looked in either direction along the wall. He pointed, and the others followed as he hurried toward the gate that he knew would be there. It was the same gate that he’d left through when he had been escorted away from the prison. He remembered it vaguely, little more than snippets of sound, as his head had been covered so that he couldn’t catch a glimpse of the inside of the prison. One additional layer of protection. Then again, Jonathan had long ago learned to use other senses, and he knew the smells—flowers had been prominent, though they had surprised him, given how foul the prison had been—and remembered the sound of the waves crashing, along with the distinct clatter of the iron block opening as the guards escorted him through the wall. He’d not been back here, though perhaps that was a mistake. He probably should have returned long before, if only to get a sense of what else might be here.

      Jonathan followed the wall, keeping his awareness of magic in the forefront of his mind, though he didn’t detect anything more. He kept waiting for something, but so far he had not uncovered anything. He jogged. When another explosion of magic burst out, washing over him, he wasn’t quite as startled. Matthew looked over at him, and Jonathan nodded.

      “I felt it,” Elizabeth said softly.

      “We keep going,” Jonathan said.

      “You might need one of our enchantments,” Matthew said.

      “I’ve got my own.”

      “They don’t protect you against sorcery.”

      “No, but they also don’t suppress my ability to detect magic.”

      “You know, there might be ways to work around that,” Leland said. “We’ve been working with my ability, trying to harness it. It takes a little more effort working through the enchantment, but I can still do it. It’s sort of how Elizabeth can still create her facade even though she has those enchantments on.”

      When they reached the gate, it was simple but massive, and made of a thick iron that trembled with magic that came from markings over the metal, which Jonathan suspected indicated the enchantment within it. He slowed and looked up at the wall but still didn’t see anybody else there. Elizabeth had been holding the facade around them and had wrapped it as tightly as she could so that she would even mute the sound of their voices.

      Jonathan looked at Leland. “You’re up.”

      Leland nodded, and he approached the gate. There had been a time when Leland would have questioned his responsibility, and he might even have claimed that he wasn’t able to open the gate, but he had grown increasingly confident and competent in the time that they had been working together. He ran his hands over the gate but didn’t touch it. He waited for a moment and then looked over at Elizabeth. “Can you see if there’s anything here?”

      She stepped forward, and Jonathan felt the sudden surge of power that flowed from her. It was a very distinct use of that connection, and it was one that they had practiced over time, giving her an opportunity to continue to grow with her ability and connection to the magic she possessed. She formed her facade, but it was a different kind of facade. It was focused, and it was meant to disrupt any other magical facades that might be here.

      “I don’t detect anything,” she said.

      “Then I guess it’s up to me,” Leland said.

      Leland set to work.

      Jonathan felt the surge of power and pressure as Leland probed the door. He braced himself, anticipating some sort of reactive trap that might explode back at him, but there was nothing.

      Jonathan looked over at Matthew. But Matthew had gone pale.

      Matthew darted forward and immediately pushed Leland out of the way, stepping in front of him as a burst of pale yellow exploded from the door.

      It threw Leland back. Matthew stayed motionless.

      “Matthew?” Jonathan said.

      “Just give me a moment,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “It hurts.”

      “What was it?” Elizabeth asked. She didn’t move, though. She had been pushed out of the way, blocked by Matthew from any danger that might have blasted at her, but had not been tossed back the way that Leland had. For his part, Leland was picking himself off the ground and looking at the door.

      “I’m sorry, Jonathan. I thought that I had—”

      “It’s not your fault,” Jonathan said. “They must have placed some traps in the door. And I suspect they have an enchanted key that disrupts them, so it’s a good thing Matthew recognized it.”

      “It’s a good thing I have my jewelry on,” Matthew said, finally turning. His face was still ashen, but he looked more comfortable now. He took a deep breath, let it out, and then nodded to Jonathan. “Let’s get moving. I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary. The moment they realize the gate has been opened, we are going to have our hands full.”

      “I’ve been holding the facade,” Elizabeth said. “They should see the gate still closed.”

      “Even after what happened?” Jonathan said.

      He hadn’t expected her to be able to hold the facade after the explosion had pushed Leland back. That level of control…

      She really had grown much more competent and confident than he had known.

      “I wasn’t dealing with the full force of it. Not like he was,” she said, turning to Leland. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded slowly. “I think so. I didn’t get the worst of it. Thank you.” He nodded to Matthew.

      Matthew grunted. “Glad she’s holding on to the facade.”

      “Do you think Heziah is breaking out?”

      “If he is, then we better be prepared for that as well,” Matthew said. “We might be able to surprise him either way.”

      Jonathan headed inside. He had never seen the inside of the prison walls. He’d always been locked in his cell and never let outside. There had been a shaft of sunlight that streamed in through the window that was high overhead in his cell, which had made it difficult for him to see much, and he had heard the waves in the distance every so often, enough for him to know that there was a danger in trying to escape. But this was something else. He could feel something else, and he recognized that there was a sense of power all around him. It had to be magic, but what caused it?

      The prison itself was a squat, low building that occupied most of the yard. It was lower than the wall, though Jonathan suspected that some of it had been buried in the ground. He didn’t see any sign of guards. But he did feel magic. Once inside the wall, he could feel the bursting of power and recognized that energy building periodically.

      He motioned to the others, and they hurried forward, Elizabeth leading them and holding on to the facade. Jonathan felt the energy of her facade as she pushed it out in front of them.

      They reached a set of stairs leading down into the building. “What a nightmare,” Leland said. “Even if you managed to dig your way out, you’d probably hit stone.”

      “Nobody’s escaped from this prison before,” Jonathan said.

      “They probably use the ground itself as part of some enchantment to hold prisoners,” Matthew muttered.

      When another burst of magic came, it felt like it was inside the building. They hurried forward, and when they reached another doorway, Leland stepped forward.

      “I’ll try to be more careful this time.”

      “Just do what you need to do,” Jonathan said.

      Leland focused. There came a surge of power from him, and then a strange washing of energy that drifted outward. Leland nodded, mostly to himself, and then pushed the door open.

      “There was something there. Now that I know what to look for, it was easier for me to focus on it and disrupt it before it caused too much trouble. I think I did it.”

      “You did a great job,” Jonathan said, clapping Leland on the shoulder.

      Once inside, Jonathan took a moment for his eyes to adjust. He heard shouting, but he heard something else. The clatter of steel.

      He looked over at Matthew. “Well, I guess that partly answers our question. Something is going on. And it sounds like somebody is trying to break Heziah out.”

      “Then we get there first,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan took a moment. It had been a long time since he’d been in the prison, but his memories of that time were still vivid. He didn’t necessarily know this corridor, but they were all fairly similar. They all led toward the cellblock.

      “Do you need me to hold on to a facade?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Not right now,” he said. “Be ready. If we see anyone, I want you to mask us.”

      Jonathan knew the layout of the prison, and Char had given them Heziah’s cell location, a place set away from the main part of the prison, but getting there wasn’t supposed to be that difficult, especially not with Leland.

      When they opened the nearest door, Jonathan paused for a moment.

      This part of the prison wasn’t familiar to him. When he said as much, Matthew slipped forward, guiding Leland. They stopped at the first door, and when Leland tried to unlock it, he shook his head, which led Matthew to place an enchantment on it, though he used a smaller one than he had the last time. When it triggered, it exploded, and the door came open. It was a small office, but not the warden’s office. There were weapons inside the locked cabinet, and they ignored those, as none of them really needed any weapons. Matthew frowned, saying nothing, as he stepped back out and headed along the hallway, blasting open each of the doors. They checked in each of the rooms until they reached the last in the hallway, which was much larger than the others.

      And it was a mess.

      Papers were strewn all about. Books had been tossed from shelves that lined the walls. Decorative sculptures—possibly enchantments—had been dropped on the floor. It looked as if somebody had tried to burn the office and had failed. There must have been enchantments worked into the office itself to prevent them from succeeding. And a body lay with legs just visible behind the desk.

      Jonathan let out a soft groan. “Well, it seems somebody has gotten here before us.”

      “Who is that?” Elizabeth asked, stepping forward with Jonathan.

      “If I’m not mistaken,” Matthew said, poking at the body lying facedown, “this is the warden.”

      Jonathan hurried around the desk, and he rolled the man over.

      “It is,” Jonathan said.

      He had never disliked the warden, though others in the prison certainly had.

      “Well, none of this is what we came for. Let’s see if we can find Heziah.”

      Jonathan squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. So much for simply slipping in and out of the prison.
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      The strange buildup of magic pressed along Jonathan’s arms, increasingly potent and suggesting to him that whatever was coming would be powerful, and the steady buildup of energy left him knowing that this had to be true sorcery. He started to grow concerned that it was more than just simple sorcery and may in fact be Heziah—or his followers.

      He looked across the room to where Matthew stood in the doorway, hand on the hilt of his sword, other hand clutching the necklace that he wore almost constantly these days. The El’aras enchantment would offer him a measure of protection from anything that they might encounter and should defend him against any kind of magic used, but there was also the danger in it failing them.

      “How much time do we have?” Jonathan asked. He looked over to where Matthew was standing, then turned his attention to the rest of the room.

      It was a mess, and finding a way to uncover anything that was here would prove challenging given the state of the room. Elizabeth stood next to Leland before making her way over to Matthew, and a strange tingling sense of power began to wash away from her as Jonathan suspected she started to generate one of her facades. It would help, and it might delay somebody who didn’t have access to magic, but any sorcerer worth anything would recognize what she was doing and would be able to mitigate it.

      “I don’t know. Give me a moment, and I’ll go and take a look.”

      Jonathan looked around the room. Now that he was here, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to linger, but at the same time, he also didn’t know if he needed to hurry. There were answers here, he believed.

      “What are you doing?” Elizabeth asked.

      “If this is the warden’s office,” Jonathan answered, looking over at the body, “I was kind of hoping to find some information.”

      “Now?”

      “Well, we are waiting to see what Matthew might uncover, and so…”

      It was silly of him. Selfish, even. Still, if there were any records of Jonathan here, he was hopeful that he might find out what the warden, and the prison, had learned about his team. Besides, he still didn’t know what had happened to Grayson. He had been captured, just like Jonathan, but he had gotten out sooner, and somehow gotten embroiled in Heziah’s plotting. Not just that, but he had gotten caught up in working with—perhaps even for—Heziah.

      “We could help,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan searched through the shelves and began to sort through papers. They were mostly documents on the various prisoners that were here, crimes they had committed, and little else that was of use. Jonathan stacked those off to one side. He moved on and found a pile of books, but most of those were historical references, and the kind of thing that would surprise him to find the warden reading.

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” Jonathan said. “All of this is beyond me, and beyond what I thought I might be able to uncover.”

      Leland moved his hands around the desk before looking up at Jonathan. “There’s a locked drawer here. Do you think that matters?” He pressed his hand forward and seemed to activate some power. As he did, there was a burst of energy, and then the drawer slid open.

      Inside were leather-bound journals.

      “These look important,” Elizabeth said. “Think we should grab any of them?”

      “They aren’t the reason that we came,” Leland said.

      Elizabeth looked up at him. “They might not be, but Jonathan here is interested in them, so we should be interested in them, don’t you think?”

      “We can grab a few,” Jonathan said. “Unless you see anything regarding me.”

      “We can—”

      Matthew burst back into the room, sweeping his gaze around at them. His face was tight, and there was a darkness in his eyes that Jonathan had not seen from him for quite some time. “It’s time for us to go.”

      They followed Matthew, who guided them down the hallway, his sword unsheathed, a tension in every step that he took, as if he feared encountering some danger. For that matter, Jonathan thought that they might find some danger, especially given everything that he felt at this point. There was a hint of energy that seemed to radiate out, and within it, he could feel some aspect of the power beginning to work.

      “Have you discovered the source of it?”

      Matthew looked back at him, shaking his head. “I haven’t. I don’t know if there is anything that I would be able to find, anyway. No sense of an attack, just the uneasiness that I have that there is something taking place. So far, I have a pretty good idea about where we need to go from the map, and I think that we will be able to get to him.”

      They slipped through the halls and reached a door. It was slightly ajar.

      Jonathan looked at Matthew. “How did you open this?”

      “Force,” Matthew said.

      “You didn’t need to force it open. You could’ve brought Leland with you.”

      “By the time I got here, I didn’t have much choice. And it didn’t make much difference. I got the door open. That’s all that matters.”

      Jonathan wanted to argue with him, but Matthew was right. Getting the door open was all that mattered.

      Matthew slipped along the hallway, and he reached another door that had been forced open, much like the last. Jonathan hesitated there for a moment. He looked over at Matthew, who raised a hand, sweeping his gaze around him for a moment before he darted forward, sword held outright.

      “He does know I could just place a facade around us and he wouldn’t have to do any of that, doesn’t he?” Elizabeth asked.

      “At this point, I don’t even know what Matthew knows. He’s probably more concerned about the possibility that we will encounter…” Jonathan wasn’t sure how to finish, as he had no idea what it was that Matthew worried about.

      Some danger, that was certain, but what kind? El’aras?

      Not that they had seen any here, but there were the El’aras items all throughout the city, and now there was an attack taking place on the prison—the same prison that held Heziah. Someone was coming for him, and at this point, they still didn’t know if whoever was coming for Heziah wanted to help him or harm him.

      “Get moving,” Matthew said, his voice hoarse as he slipped down the hallway toward them. “It’s not much farther.”

      Jonathan followed. There was a row of cells here, and from there, he found a solid steel door with a small opening. Matthew nodded to it. Jonathan stood on his toes to look inside, and there he saw Heziah. He was seated at the back of the cell, manacles still binding his wrists and a collar wrapped around his neck.

      Jonathan smiled. “Open it,” he said, looking over at Leland.

      “Are you sure?”

      “He’s still bound by the enchantments,” he said. “He’s not going anywhere, even if he wanted to. Besides, he’s not going to be able to break out of that.”

      Leland stepped forward, pressed his hand up against the lock, and then twisted. There was a faint surge of energy, along with a soft shimmering of power, which Jonathan thought was surprising for him to see, and then it faded. Leland nodded to the door.

      Jonathan pulled it open.

      Heziah looked up slowly, seeming to take them in with little more than a glance. “It’s the Dragon,” he sneered. “And his team. To what do I owe this great pleasure?”

      “We have questions for you,” Jonathan said.

      “Perhaps I might have some answers for you, but perhaps I won’t.” Heziah looked down at the cuffs around his wrists and then up at the collar around his neck before shrugging ever so slightly. “When you’re held like I am, there really is no reason for you to accommodate requests, now, is there?”

      “I think you will accommodate my request,” Jonathan said, striding into the room.

      This was the biggest danger. He grabbed for a pair of enchantments, though he didn’t know if the prison would somehow impede his ability to use them here. It was possible that there was something about the prison itself that would prevent him from using the enchantments, or even just neutralize them enough so that they didn’t work. Of course, Heziah’s enchantments seemed to hold, and as far as Jonathan could tell, he wasn’t going anywhere. That suggested that regardless of the magic, something still worked.

      “If you don’t—”

      “Jonathan?” Matthew’s voice came quietly from behind him.

      Jonathan glanced over his shoulder at Matthew. “What is it?”

      Matthew stared at Heziah for a moment. He looked as if he was debating what he might say. Then he shook his head. “You need to hurry. Whatever else you do here, we don’t have much time. I’m not sure if these others are coming to rescue him or to kill him. Either way, if we want answers, we need to get them quickly.”

      Jonathan frowned but focused, realizing that Matthew wasn’t wrong. He felt… something. The problem was that Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure what he felt. Power was coming toward them, though. The kind of power that radiated in their direction was different from sorcery, but that could mean many things. It might simply be enchantments, but there was a possibility that it was something else—and something far more dangerous.

      “We need answers from him,” Elizabeth said.

      “And we don’t know if they are coming to break him out,” Jonathan said, coming to a decision.

      He strode toward Heziah, grabbed him by the chains, and jerked him to his feet. Heziah didn’t even resist. It suggested to Jonathan that Heziah knew what was going on.

      “Did you think you were going to escape?” Jonathan asked.

      “Well, it’s not so much that I was thinking that I might escape, but I did think that you might be beneficial in providing a few answers for me. Now,” Heziah said, holding his arms out, “would you like to guide me? Or perhaps you can wait to see what is coming.” He looked at Jonathan, and then at Matthew, which suggested to Jonathan that Heziah knew exactly what he had been dealing with, and possibly even that there was some other power out there.

      “Are you sure about this?” Matthew asked. “This is not exactly what we had planned.”

      “When does what we plan ever go the way we plan?” Jonathan said.

      “Oh, the great Dragon,” Heziah said.

      They hurried out into the hallway, Jonathan forcing Heziah forward, and Matthew took the lead, guiding them back the way that they had come. When they started toward the entrance they had come through, Jonathan felt a surge, and there was power behind them and coming toward them.

      “Not that way,” Jonathan said.

      “Where?”

      “Back toward the warden’s office,” he said.

      Heziah started to laugh, but Jonathan gave him a shove, forcing him forward.

      The prison was strangely empty. Either the prisoners had escaped, or there weren’t as many prisoners here as there normally were. And what about Vileforn? Jonathan had heard he’d been imprisoned here, but had never given much additional thought to the man. There had been no reason—and now was not the time.

      An explosion filled with some aspect of magic thundered down the hall.

      He motioned for everyone to get moving.

      “Do you think there’s a way out there?” Leland asked.

      “I don’t know. We’re going to find out.”

      They reached the hallway, where Jonathan looked around, though he didn’t see any way out. He couldn’t see anything, but he felt the power closing in around them.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” Jonathan said.

      “I might be able to try something,” Elizabeth said, stepping forward and into the hallway. “I’ve been working with my facades, and I think that there is a different technique that I can try. It may not be completely effective, but I have started to learn how to sense what is around me so that I can ready my facades even though I’m not in a place yet.”

      Jonathan wanted to tell her to hurry, but knew he couldn’t rush things with her.

      If she felt what he did, she would want to hurry.

      She closed her eyes, and as she did, there came a slow, steady surging of power that washed away from her. Jonathan couldn’t tell what she was doing, though he could feel it, and he was fully aware of the energy that swept outward, reaching somewhere beyond.

      “We don’t have much time,” Matthew whispered.

      “I think I don’t have much time, either,” Heziah sneered.

      Jonathan shot him a look, but Heziah wasn’t wrong.

      There was power coming.

      Whatever it was felt significant.

      “Give me a moment,” Elizabeth said.

      She stood for a long time, and Jonathan resisted the urge to say something, as there really wasn’t anything that he could say to her at this point. They needed her and her potential in order to get out of this. Jonathan certainly couldn’t find a way out.

      Elizabeth snapped her eyes open, and she pointed. “There. Wasn’t that just an office?”

      “We checked it already,” Leland said.

      Matthew strode down the hallway to the third door along and pulled it open. It was an office, but it was one that looked in far better shape than the warden’s office. A desk, a chair, and bookcases lined the walls. Nothing else. Nothing that would suggest why Elizabeth would feel anything beyond here.

      “Where?” Matthew asked.

      “Behind the bookcases.”

      Matthew followed where she pointed. He grabbed the bookcase and began to pull on it.

      Nothing changed.

      “Get over here, Leland,” Matthew said.

      “I could help,” Heziah said.

      Jonathan looked at the enchantments holding him in place. He snorted. “You just stay there and let us take care of things.”

      Leland was running his hands along the surface of a shelf, and though Jonathan couldn’t tell what he was doing, he had seen Leland working. More than that, he could feel what Leland was doing. There came a shifting, then a wafting of air, followed by a steady grinding sound.

      “That’s unexpected,” Matthew said.

      “She felt it,” Leland said.

      Jonathan detected another burst of magic, and he looked at the others. “It is time to get going.”

      Matthew glanced at the door. “I can hold off anybody who comes through. You get moving, and I’ll be right behind.”

      Jonathan watched him for a moment before deciding not to argue.

      He forced Heziah forward. “Follow me,” he said to Leland, and then looked at Elizabeth. “You hold a facade behind us and around us. And if you can key this door so that only Matthew can get through it, that would be for the best,” Jonathan said to Leland.

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Leland said.

      “I’ve got it,” Elizabeth said.

      Jonathan nodded. He had seen her doing something like that, so her ability to focus a facade so that only specific people would be influenced was not terribly surprising, though it was a complicated form of her version of magic.

      He started past the bookcase, into the darkened doorway, and found a series of long, gently sloped steps that guided him through the rock and out. It was dark, but he didn’t dare turn on any light. He reached into his pouch, grabbed for a few of his enchantments, and readied for the possibility that he would need to activate them and attack. He reached the doorway up ahead and pushed on it, finding it locked.

      After affixing one of his enchantments to it, an explosive one much like what Matthew had used, he motioned for Leland and Elizabeth to back up before it exploded. Then he forced his way forward, dragging Heziah with him.

      Bright light greeted them.

      Leland cupped a hand over his eyes as they stepped out into the light. Elizabeth followed, and it seemed as if she had lowered her facade already, no longer holding on to it quite as potently as she had before. She glanced over at Jonathan, who nodded at her.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “The other side of the prison,” Jonathan said. “And if I’m right, we just loop around here, and we can get back to our boat.”

      It sounded too easy.

      There wasn’t the same power that he’d been feeling, but that didn’t mean it had disappeared altogether. There was still some pressure on him.

      “What about Matthew?”

      “Matthew will be right behind us.”

      “You’re just going to leave him?” Leland asked.

      “This is Matthew Varen,” Jonathan said. “And when he tells me to go, I’m going to go. I trust him. Like I trust both of you. We have our roles and responsibilities, so we need to carry them out now.”

      “But he’s got the rope,” Leland said.

      “Wonderful planning, Dragon,” Heziah sneered.

      Jonathan ignored him. “We can climb down without it. Well, the two of you can climb down without it. I might decide just to shove Heziah down onto the rocks.”

      Elizabeth locked eyes with him and then turned to Leland. “We can do this,” she said reassuringly to Leland. “I’ll help you.”

      They darted across the ground, Jonathan dragging Heziah with him, until they reached the gate through the wall, and then beyond. By the time they reached the rocky shoreline, there was no further sense of anybody behind them. Either Matthew had taken care of them, or they just hadn’t reached them yet. Jonathan tried not to think about which possibility it was.

      He reached the cliff edge, and he started to point to what they would need to do, but Elizabeth secured the journal she was holding and immediately started scrambling down, looking up at Leland. “Look. Handholds. Footholds. You can do this.” She worked her way down quickly, and much faster than Jonathan would have given her credit for.

      He looked over at Leland. “If you would rather wait…”

      “I’m going to go.” Leland shifted the journals he had, sliding them into a much larger satchel than Jonathan carried, and then faced the rock before starting to shimmy down.

      When power erupted again, Jonathan looked up to see Matthew racing toward him, three others chasing after him. Matthew had his sword unsheathed, yet he didn’t use it.

      He ran quickly. Enchantments powered him. He waved his sword the whole time.

      Jonathan looked down. Elizabeth and Leland had already reached the boat.

      “The rope,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew unslung the coil of rope from around his shoulders and tossed it to Jonathan.

      “Quickly,” he said.

      “I see that,” Jonathan said.

      He looped the rope around Heziah and then lowered him, with Matthew helping. When he was down, Elizabeth and Leland guided Heziah into the boat, which was Matthew and Jonathan’s signal that it was time for them to climb.

      “I thought this was going to be an easier job,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, we made it out alive, so I suppose we should consider it a success.”

      “Any idea who is chasing us?” Jonathan asked, looking back the way that Matthew had come. The attackers had slowed and now seemed to be taking their time, either wary of what Jonathan and Matthew might do or having something else planned. He couldn’t see much about the attackers, other than that they were dressed in dark green cloaks and carried swords. Jonathan wanted to be down from here before they caught up to them, regardless of what they intended.

      “El’aras. I think. Or maybe somebody working for Heziah.” He motioned for Jonathan to get moving. “But whoever they are, we need to get back to the city, and then we can regroup.”

      “We get back to the city, and then we convince Heziah to tell us what he knows about my sister.”

      “Fine. That, too. Now, do you want to get moving, or do you want to get caught by whatever is coming?”

      Jonathan looked down, and then he started down the rope.
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      Jonathan waited outside Vileforn’s mansion, the fragrance of the garden all around him finally pushing out the salt smell that had clung to Jonathan since their return from the prison island. The others were inside, securing Heziah, and Jonathan didn’t want to be gone for too long, but he also didn’t want their visitor to know exactly what had happened. The moment they had returned to the city, he had sent a message through the enchantment that Char had given him to communicate with him, and he knew that Char wouldn’t be long.

      The slight rippling of a wave of magic coming through the garden suggested that he was here. Jonathan barely felt anything, though strangely, he could see it.

      “You don’t have to go any farther,” Jonathan said to Char.

      He stepped around one of the groomed shrubs. “You are stopping me out here now?”

      “I figure it gives you plausible deniability.”

      “I think bringing this,” he said, pulling a satchel off his shoulder and holding it up, “removes any plausible deniability I might have had. Besides, it’s not as if I really need any deniability. I’ve told you about my place within the Society.”

      “Just because you have a place within the Society doesn’t mean that you can’t lose it.”

      Char watched him, saying nothing, and yet there was a slight smirk to his face.

      Maybe he couldn’t lose it.

      If that were the case, then Jonathan might need to reconsider what he thought about Char’s place within the Society. Maybe he held a much greater role than Jonathan had come to know.

      “What’s the word out of the island?” Jonathan asked.

      He still didn’t know who was responsible. He hoped Char might be able to enlighten him.

      “I assumed it was all your doing.”

      “There was already an attack taking place when we got there. We just got in before they could accomplish whatever they were there to do. Either killing him or rescuing him. I’m still not sure.” Jonathan flicked his gaze back toward the palace. “And it’s possible that El’aras are involved.”

      “Why would the El’aras want to rescue him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they tasked him with acquiring the scepter and the shield.”

      Char frowned. “If that’s the case, then you need to be more careful.”

      “You think I don’t know this?” Jonathan took a step toward Char. “Let me have it. If we don’t need it, then…” He frowned. “Even if we don’t need it, the Society definitely does not need it. We will see that it gets back to its rightful owners.”

      “Now you have contacts within the El’aras?”

      “Not exactly,” Jonathan said.

      Char hesitated a moment, then handed Jonathan the satchel. “I placed a few other enchantments in there. I powered them myself, and if it comes down to it, you should make sure that you place them around him before anything else fails.”

      “Thank you.”

      “If it means getting Jayna, I’m happy to help.”

      “Even if this goes against the Society?”

      “It doesn’t,” Char said.

      “I hope you are right.”

      From Char’s expression, Jonathan could tell that he hoped the same thing.

      “I am happy to stay while you interrogate him,” Char said.

      “Normally, I would say that having the Society giving their blessing would be a good thing, but in this case, I’m not so sure that you really want to be a part of this. Just stay attuned to your enchantment. If we need you, I will let you know. And if we figure out where she is, you can either decide to come with us or… well, maybe it’s for the best that you don’t come with us. But we will let you know what we are doing. How does that sound?”

      “I suppose it sounds about as good as I’m going to get.” He glanced past Jonathan. “Anyway, you are probably in good hands. We know your friend Matthew, and Elizabeth,” he said, a hint of a smile coming to his face as he mentioned Elizabeth’s name. “I think you have a pretty competent team.”

      “There’s one more, and he might even be the most important one for what we need to do, depending upon what this involves.”

      Char looked at him as if he was going to answer, but then he shook his head.

      Jonathan waited until Char had left, making sure that he actually departed the garden, before heading back into the mansion, placing an enchantment in front of the door. Once it was secured, he made his way to the great hall, where he caught Matthew’s gaze.

      On the other side of the room, Heziah traced his hand along the enchantment at his neck. His lips were moving ever so subtly, and Jonathan suspected that he believed that he could break free of it. Perhaps with enough time, he might be able to do so. Heziah probably did not know that Jonathan had a way of confining him if the enchantment failed. He hoped that it wouldn’t come down to that, but he was ready for the possibility.

      Heziah looked over at him. The sorcerer was seated in the hard wooden chair near the hearth, his back straight, and the perpetual sneer that now seemed just a part of him crossed his face. “Now that you have me here, I think that we should talk through the terms of my cooperation.”

      Matthew stood behind Heziah, blade unsheathed, perfectly comfortable—at least, seemingly so. Jonathan noticed the distinct edge to Matthew in his posture and wondered what it might take for Matthew to snap and drive his blade into Heziah’s shoulder or, worse, into his heart.

      “There are no terms,” Jonathan said.

      “Jonathan. You’re a bit of a businessman. I expected you to be far more willing to cooperate. We can make a bargain on the terms, but unfortunately, I’m not going to have much of a mind to cooperate if you threaten me like this.”

      Jonathan glanced over at Matthew. “You can put it away,” he said.

      Matthew stiffened, but he didn’t look toward Jonathan.

      “Be a good dog and slide that blade back where it belongs.”

      Matthew darted forward. He was fast, and the blade tip went right up to Heziah’s throat. Matthew didn’t move, but neither did Heziah. “Where it belongs is in your throat, your chest, or better yet, your belly, so you die slowly.”

      “Obviously, if you needed me dead, you would’ve killed me by now, so you can spare me the theatrics, Matthew Veran. We both know that you need me for something. Otherwise, you would not have rescued me from my unfortunate circumstances.”

      “Unfortunate?” Jonathan said. “The only reason they were unfortunate was because of what you had done. You should be thankful we didn’t let the El’aras capture you.”

      “But you have, haven’t you?” Heziah said, tipping his head slightly toward Matthew. Matthew still hadn’t moved his blade away, but Heziah didn’t seem to mind that he had the tip of the sword pressed up against his throat. “You are obviously still working on behalf of the El’aras. And there is something you feel I can offer.”

      “What you can offer,” Jonathan said, striding over and taking an enchantment out of his pocket, then setting it on Heziah’s lap and making a point of squeezing it to activate it, “is answering the damn questions. Otherwise, I’m going to let that enchantment explode. You’re clever. I will give you that. And I suspect you recognize the purpose behind that enchantment. But if you don’t, or if you can’t see it, because Matthew hasn’t sheathed his blade yet, let me tell you about it. It’s a focused explosion. I don’t need anything complex. Not here. But trapped as you are, with no way of defending yourself magically, this enchantment will probably have a blast radius somewhere in the range of two to three inches. Now, we can both tell where I’ve placed that enchantment, although two to three inches might be a bit generous for you.”

      Matthew glanced over at Jonathan, and finally some of the anger drained from his face, and he slipped the blade back into his sheath before backing away.

      “That’s a good boy,” Heziah said.

      Jonathan shrugged, and he took a step back. “Your choice. I don’t care if you’re maimed. You’re going to give me the answers I need, regardless, and you’re going to serve the purpose I need, regardless.”

      “And what purpose is that?” Heziah looked down, and he did seem somewhat concerned about the enchantment that was ready to explode in his lap.

      “We’re going to talk about the shield.”

      “I’m afraid that what I have to say about the shield is not going to be of much use to you.”

      “We don’t know whether it will be of much use to me,” Jonathan said. “I’d like to know how you knew the shield was there.”

      “I have sources throughout the city, as I would expect you to have uncovered by now. Those sources have provided me with information.”

      “Are they the same sources that I have?” Jonathan asked.

      Heziah had different sources in the city, and Jonathan needed to know what those were, primarily so that he could make sure that Heziah didn’t have his own teams working against him and his team. Bartholomew could only uncover so much.

      “I’m not about to reveal my sources.”

      “Oh, you are going to reveal your sources, even if you don’t want to. We’re going to have this conversation. Otherwise, I will let the enchantment explode, or better yet, I will let Matthew do what he has been longing to do since we saw you in that house a week ago.”

      “Were you interested in doing that, you would have done it by now.”

      “We wanted to give you an opportunity to present your case,” Jonathan said. “But if you aren’t willing to do so, perhaps what we need to do is just deal with you definitively.” He looked at Matthew. “Go ahead.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Jonathan stepped back, and Matthew darted forward again, and this time, Heziah actually jerked.

      “Fine,” Heziah said. “I will tell you what I can, but I doubt it’s going to be of much use to you.”

      “All we need is information. So why don’t you go ahead and share with us what you know about the shield?”

      “I knew the shield had been moved into the city. That is it.”

      “And why was the shield in the city?” Jonathan asked.

      That was something that Matthew had not been able to uncover, though he’d been digging. He had struggled to understand why the El’aras had brought an item like that into the city. It had obviously still been protected by the El’aras, as that was the reason for the protections around the home, but there had to have been a reason for its presence. None of them had been able to figure out why, only that something had been happening in the city.

      “Are you so disconnected from them?”

      Matthew stiffened. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to for Jonathan to see the tension in him.

      Jonathan needed to calm Matthew down. He grabbed the enchantment from Heziah’s lap, pressed on it again, to deactivate it, and pulled Matthew off to the side. “You need to get ahold of yourself. I understand that he upsets you—”

      “He should upset you, too.”

      “And he does, but we need information from him. We aren’t going to get it if we let him get to us. We have to work together. Otherwise, he’s going to accomplish the very thing that he wants.”

      Matthew took a deep breath. “He knows something.”

      “Maybe,” Jonathan said. “Or maybe this was little more than a coincidence. Think about it, Matthew. He knew about the shield being in the city, and he knew about the scepter, which tells us that either he was connected to something that provided him that insight, or he just detected the movement of power. Which do you think it is?”

      Matthew said nothing, and Jonathan released his arm and turned back to Heziah, then strode over to him.

      “Why don’t we begin again? You were talking about the shield.”

      “Perhaps you should ask him about what happened in the prison,” Heziah said, flicking his gaze past Jonathan and looking over toward Matthew. “He knows.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “I’m afraid that I’m not going to be of much help with that.”

      “Then you’re taking away the very reason I’m keeping you alive.”

      Heziah started to laugh. “Really? If there’s one thing that I’ve uncovered about you, Jonathan, it’s that you’re not a killer. Oh, you are clever enough, and you certainly have a way with people, but you’re not a killer.”

      “I can make exceptions, but it’s not me that you have to be concerned about.” He looked back, flicking his gaze toward Matthew.

      And that, more than anything else, drew Heziah’s attention.

      “Besides, who says I want to kill? All I need is to injure. You’ve done enough to us that I think that both of us are more than eager to have an opportunity to exact our revenge. So you had better get talking, or we choose one of two options. We let Matthew work you over the way that he wants to, or I hand you over to the Society, and they will take a bit more definitive action this time than they did the last time. From what I understand, they were compelled to leave your connection to magic intact, but they did not intend for that to be the case if you were to continue to cause trouble. They believed you had some value, and that there was something that you might be able to provide them with. If you aren’t providing that for them, then you have no value, which means that you will have your power stripped from you.”

      “Do you think I fear them?”

      “I think you fear losing power.”

      He had thought for a long time about that, trying to figure out what it would take to get through to Heziah, but more than that, trying to figure out just what it was that Heziah feared. Losing power was about the only thing that Jonathan could come up with.

      “I just want to know about the shield. We can start with that.”

      Heziah leaned back. He still sat stiffly, but now he at least seemed to be intending to cooperate. “The shield is something that he should have known about.” He looked at Matthew.

      “You said it yourself. He’s not as connected to the El’aras as somebody who is fully born to them.”

      “The shield is much like the scepter. Both are items that have long been believed to be relatively inert but have a connection to an older power.”

      “Then why would you want them if they were inert?”

      Heziah shrugged. “I’m a collector of such items. I like to gather artifacts from the past. I find them quite intriguing. I’m sure that you can understand that, Jonathan. You have enough experience with collecting items that are of questionable value that you don’t need me to explain why it is important to me.”

      Jonathan snorted. He turned back to Matthew. “I’m curious why you felt the need to go after inert items.”

      “Supposedly inert,” Matthew said. “But you saw it, Jonathan. Did it look inert to you?”

      He shook his head. “It did not.”

      What was more, it hadn’t felt inert to him. There had been something about it, even though Jonathan couldn’t quite put his finger on it, that had suggested to him that there was a measure of power within it, which he could not explain as anything other than some enchanted power. He hadn’t felt it quite the way that he felt other enchantments, but Jonathan believed that there was something to it. If it were El’aras, then there should be no way for him to feel that kind of power.

      He turned back to Heziah. “Not inert. So why don’t you tell me what you are hoping to do with it?”

      “I told you, it was merely to add to my collection. I have an affinity for all things El’aras, and it seems that your team has taken an interest in the same.”

      “Fine,” Jonathan said. “You can sit here. And maybe…” He squeezed the enchantment that he was still holding, setting it back onto Heziah’s lap. “When I return, you might be in a bit more pain, but I’m hopeful you will be more talkative.”

      He turned his back on Heziah. It was something that he normally would not have done, certainly not with Heziah, who had proven that he had a way of harming Jonathan even when Jonathan thought that Heziah was outmaneuvered. Matthew had followed Jonathan to the far side of the room when Heziah called after them.

      “It was for a trade,” Heziah said. His voice sounded resigned, as if he was resentful of the fact that he had to share this. “I acquire these items, and I provide them to the people who want them, and I’m granted something in exchange.”

      Jonathan turned. He was now on the far side of the room, but that didn’t make it any harder for him to see the tension in Heziah’s eyes. He looked down at the enchantment in his lap, regarding it. Like as not, Heziah stared at it while trying to decide whether or not it could do what Jonathan had claimed that it could.

      Jonathan suppressed a smile. It absolutely could.

      And Jonathan would have very little remorse if the explosion created a crater in Heziah. He could get him healed—at least, somewhat healed—and still get the information he wanted.

      “What were you hoping to get in exchange?” Jonathan asked.

      “Something of power.”

      “Really? How surprising. I’m afraid you’re going to need to be a bit more explicit. Until you tell us what you were after, I’m going to let that tick down. You’re going to sit there and wonder how much time remains on the timer that was enchanted into it. How much have I already triggered it?” Jonathan shrugged. “Even I don’t have the answer to that. I’ve played around with the enchantment a little bit and have tried to see how long I have, but unfortunately, it involves a bit of guesswork.” He glanced at Matthew. “And to be honest, I don’t have much interest in playing your games any longer.”

      “Have you managed to figure out why items of El’aras power have ended up here?” Heziah asked.

      “Why don’t you tell us?”

      Heziah snorted. “Not as clever as you would like to think, are you, Jonathan Dragon? What do you think has been taking place in the city?”

      “I don’t know. We’ve got a Toral, like yourself, who has been working with a man intending to overthrow the king. Then you went after a scepter that you have no business having. And subsequently you were captured. That’s about it, I suspect.”

      Heziah smiled tightly. “You are only looking at what you have been involved in. What else has been happening in the city?”

      Jonathan shared a look with Matthew before turning his attention back to Heziah. He strode toward him. He stood about ten paces away on the off chance that the explosive triggered while he was there, though he thought that he still had a few minutes remaining. He hadn’t been lying when he had told Heziah that there was a timer and that he had no idea how long was left on it. He didn’t think that it would explode yet, but he also didn’t necessarily care if it did.

      “You mean other than Vileforn’s attempt to overthrow the king?” Jonathan asked.

      “You always think so small, don’t you? Do you think that has any meaning in the grand scheme of things?”

      “I think that my role in the grand scheme of things is fairly small,” Jonathan said. “And to be honest, I don’t have any problem with that.”

      “Then you will never understand. You won’t know why the El’aras have begun moving their ancient relics. You won’t understand that power has begun to move, aspects of it shifting in ways that have not been seen in centuries. You won’t understand that those with power have begun to consolidate it, knowing that something else is coming.”

      Jonathan smiled at him. “No? Well, seeing as how you are sitting here, with that enchantment around your neck, along with the one on your lap, it seems to me that you won’t be here for that.”

      Heziah looked down at the enchantment for a moment before he looked up at Jonathan. When he did, there was a hint of amusement in his eyes. He glanced over at Matthew before turning his attention back to Jonathan. “You must have begun to question if other powers are moving as well. Perhaps it’s not just the El’aras that have decided to consolidate their power.”

      “The Society? Is that what you’re getting at? I don’t think that makes much of a difference.” At least, it wouldn’t to Jonathan, not in the scheme of things. “And to be completely honest, we both know that I don’t care much about the Society or the El’aras.” He glanced over at Matthew. “No offense.”

      Matthew frowned and then shrugged. “I know.”

      “So what is it, then?” Jonathan asked. “What power do you claim I should care about?”

      Heziah sat up, looked over at Matthew for a few moments, then turned his attention to Jonathan. “Why, the very same power that your sister cares about.”

      Jonathan shared a look with Matthew. Matthew tipped his head in a nod.

      Jonathan strode over to Heziah and grabbed the enchantment off his lap, which left a bit of satisfaction crossing Heziah’s face. When Jonathan had inactivated the enchantment and stuffed it into his pocket, he crouched down in front of Heziah. “Finally. Now we can talk.”

      Confusion swept across Heziah’s face as he realized he had just been played.
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      Jonathan looked at Heziah, studying him for a long moment. Heziah said nothing and looked as if he was trying to decide whether Jonathan knew what he claimed that he did or whether he was bluffing, which left Jonathan smiling even more. The idea that Heziah could not tell amused him.

      “Let me tell you what I know,” Jonathan said. “I know that my sister has been chasing after items of El’aras power. The scepter, much like you, and probably the shield.” He watched Heziah, trying to determine how much he was right about and how much he still had to guess. At this point, Jonathan did not know, but he was willing to gamble a little bit, especially when it came to Heziah, and how much Heziah might know. “And then she disappeared. So, you obviously know something. Or you are getting close to something. Whatever it is, I intend to know so that I can get to my sister.”

      “There is no getting to her,” Heziah said.

      “No?”

      “If she got close, she would end up trapped. That is the nature of the kind of power the El’aras are dealing with.”

      Jonathan resisted the urge to look over at Matthew, who probably had some better understanding of what Heziah indicated. At this point, he simply did not know. He did know that Jayna had been working with El’aras power, but it was more than that. Jayna knew El’aras power in ways that even Heziah probably did not. It was that which gave Jonathan hope.

      “Why?”

      “The shield and the scepter are both aspects of a means of uncovering a hoard of El’aras power.”

      Jonathan resisted the urge to smile. “All of this is about getting El’aras artifacts?”

      Heziah shrugged slightly. It was about all that he could do. “Considering my predicament, I think that is necessary.”

      “Your predicament being that you have been outed by the Society.”

      “That being what it is,” Heziah said.

      Now Jonathan looked over at Matthew. If there were El’aras items that were powerful enough that they could disperse the Society’s power, then they would be useful for Jonathan and Matthew and their team as well.

      But why would Jayna have been going after them?

      Jayna didn’t necessarily care about anything that would counter sorcery. Unless she had been collecting them on behalf of the Society. He could see her doing something like that. And if so, then that would make sense to him.

      “So you want the scepter and the shield, because they will somehow direct you—”

      “I do not know,” Heziah interrupted.

      Jonathan looked at Heziah before he backed away. He stood near Matthew, near a corner of the room. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know. It’s possible that what he’s saying is true.”

      “An entire hoard of El’aras enchantments?”

      “I know what you’re thinking, Jonathan. And I don’t like the way you’re thinking it. It’s not going to be useful to us.”

      “Perhaps not.”

      “But even that’s not what you’re really thinking, is it?”

      “Not really,” Jonathan said. He looked over at Heziah. “Either he’s been there, or someone has. Whatever this place is, it’s tied to power, and those El’aras enchantments have been moving. Why?”

      Matthew looked over, and he held Jonathan’s gaze for a long moment before he answered. When he did, his voice dropped into a whisper. “There’s only one reason I can think of. War.”

      The idea that there would be war between the El’aras and anyone was alarming. The El’aras were powerful, and if they were to decide to take action, there wouldn’t be anything that any of them would be able to do about it.

      Worse, why would Heziah want war?

      But that was what he’d wanted from the very first time Jonathan had met him. War likely meant instability, which could be exactly what someone like Heziah wanted.

      “We need to figure out just what it is that he knows and how we can deal with it,” Jonathan said. “And we have to use everything we have access to.”

      “We don’t have access to anything,” Matthew said.

      “That’s not exactly true. We have access to the items that he’s been chasing. After all, he wanted the scepter and the shield. If we can use either of them, or both, depending upon what he was after with them, we might be able to uncover the source of power.”

      “I’m not exactly sure how you think you’re going to use those items, Jonathan. We don’t have them. We don’t know what happened to the scepter. For all we know, it ended up with Jayna, who ended up captured because she was using it. And the shield—”

      “No,” Jonathan said. “We don’t know what happened to the scepter or the shield, but we’ve seen both of them. And because of that, we can use what we have seen and detected, and we might be able to find some way to track anything that would be useful to us.”

      Matthew frowned at him, but Jonathan smiled.

      He looked over at Heziah. “We need to deal with him first.”

      “Deal with him?”

      “I don’t want him just sitting here. I am perfectly content placing enchantments around him, but I don’t know how long those chains are going to hold, or whether he’s going to be able to weasel his way out. Given what we’ve seen from him before, it wouldn’t surprise me if he figured out a way to break through the bindings.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “I was thinking that we could try something a little bit simpler.”

      Matthew snorted, and he strode over to Heziah, unsheathing his blade as he did.

      Heziah’s eyes widened ever so slightly. “I don’t know what you think you are going to do, but—”

      Matthew never gave Heziah a chance to finish. He slammed the blade’s hilt into Heziah’s temple. Heziah crumpled forward. Once he was out, Jonathan dragged him to the center of the room and then began to place a series of enchantments around him. He staggered a dozen and then added a dozen more. He activated all of them. They would create a series of triggers. If any of them failed, Jonathan would know, and if Heziah tried to break through them, they would target him. It would waste the enchantments, but at this point, Jonathan had enough enchantments, and he didn’t really struggle to find any more of them.

      “Are you sure about that?” Matthew asked, looking over at him. “We could simply bring him with us.”

      “I don’t want to risk him hearing what we might have to say.”

      “So we’re just going to leave him unconscious here?”

      “It’s better than the alternative,” Jonathan said. “I don’t like the possibility that he might know what we plan.”

      They headed up and found Elizabeth sitting on the stairs. She was watching.

      “Well?” Jonathan said.

      “What’s going on?” Elizabeth looked past him. Leland was sitting on the stairs as well.

      “Why don’t we find a place to talk? Away from Heziah.”

      “He could break out of those chains,” Elizabeth said.

      “I’m not sure he could,” Matthew said. “You saw the way the sorcerers were fueling them. They would’ve been replenished while he was still in the prison.” He looked over at Jonathan. “And seeing as how we have a sorcerer who is willing to come and recharge them while he is here, I doubt that we have much to be concerned about with him breaking free of those chains while here. So for now, Heziah is not going anywhere.”

      Neither of them said anything about what could happen if and when they took Heziah with them, as they would need to. At that point, they would have to depend upon the bindings holding long enough to complete their objective. Jonathan thought that they would work, but he didn’t know whether Heziah would be able to pick away at the power. He would be able to detect it when Heziah did, but this was a powerful sorcerer, who had access to magic Jonathan simply could not control. If Heziah decided to try something, there was a very real possibility that he would be able to break free, and Jonathan wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

      “He’s protected. Besides,” Jonathan went on, waving his hand behind him, “I did place a few explosives. If he decides to step through them, he’s going to be knocked out again at best, or shredded at worst.”

      “Good,” Leland said.

      Jonathan stepped past them, and he guided them to the next level of the home. It was really a mansion, but Jonathan just preferred to consider it an ornate and expansive home. They reached a cozy room with a massive oak table, a series of chairs, and shelves along one wall. It was a dining room, one of three in the home, and the smallest of them. It was where they often took their meals together when they didn’t eat in the great hall. Jonathan took a seat at the table, and he waited for the others to join him.

      When they had, he looked over at Elizabeth. “Do you remember when we had the scepter? Do you remember what it looked like?”

      She fished something out of her pocket. It was a key, irregularly shaped. She quickly drew upon her power. The suddenness of her doing so was startling, but not nearly as startling as how much control she had as she did it. The key began to stretch and twist, becoming the shape of the scepter. It lingered for a moment before it flashed out of existence.

      “It’s easier to have substrate to work on. I can hold it longer that way.”

      Jonathan smiled and nodded. “Perfect. All I need to know is if you can hold that long enough for us to examine it.”

      “Examine it?” she asked.

      “I see where you’re going with this,” Matthew said.

      “Where is he going with this?” Leland asked.

      “Apparently, there’s some secret hidden on the scepter and the shield.”

      “Well, if there’s a secret hidden on it, I might be able to re-create it well enough to be able to see what it is,” Elizabeth said. “It is just a re-creation and not the original.”

      “We don’t need the original,” Jonathan said. At least, he didn’t think that they did. He was hoping that between what he could remember and what Matthew could do, they would have enough. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but it was one chance.

      He looked over at Matthew, who nodded.

      “And now the shield,” Jonathan said.

      Elizabeth pulled a small circular coin out of her pocket. “This is easier to use. If I can use something that is a similar shape, then I can get it to function the way that I want. I don’t know if it will work, though. I only saw the shield a few times, not long enough to fully replicate it.”

      Jonathan arched a brow at her. “I seem to recall you doing something as Heziah was claiming it. So…”

      “You saw that?”

      Jonathan chuckled. “I’ve started to keep an eye on you. You keep surprising me.”

      “Well, I wanted to be ready in case we needed to make a quick swap.”

      Jonathan nodded. She had been clever. “Can you do it?”

      “I think so.”

      As she began to focus on her task, Matthew leaned close. “You saw it?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Something about my ability seems to be a little bit different now. Maybe it’s getting stronger.”

      “She’s very subtle with her ability,” Matthew said. “And if she is wearing the El’aras bracelet, you shouldn’t be able to detect anything.”

      “I know,” Jonathan said. He didn’t explain anything more and didn’t know that he could. He could see tracings of magic. Even when Leland used it, Jonathan had started to become aware that it was the tracing that he saw.

      When he had been working with Grayson, his mentor had taught him about following the rippling and trying to find some edge to it, thinking that if he were to do that, he might be able to determine whether there was a facade being used. But now Jonathan tended to see the rippling around everything, enough so that he had started to wonder if perhaps there was something else to it. What if he was seeing magic?

      Not just a facade, but magic itself.

      The idea that he was seeing magic left him with quite a few possibilities, though Jonathan wasn’t sure how he would use this ability. It might simply help him know when a sorcerer was active around him. Maybe an El’aras, though so far Jonathan hadn’t been able to see anything when it came to Matthew, and he didn’t know that he would be able to see anything if it came to any of the other El’aras. If he practiced, maybe he could, but between his ability to feel magic and now to see it, it seemed there was something far more useful to those skills.

      Elizabeth held the facade and then re-created the scepter as well, so that the two shapes formed.

      Matthew stood behind Elizabeth, watching. “The detail is amazing,” he said, looking at Elizabeth before turning his attention back to the scepter and the shield. “And they look almost solid.”

      “Well, if you touch them, they’re going to feel solid as well,” she said. “I’m holding on to them as long as I can, but I don’t know if I’m going to be able to maintain that hold indefinitely. There’s a limit. At some point, they’ll begin to fade.”

      Jonathan grabbed the scepter. As far as he could tell, it looked just like the real scepter. It was long, slender, and it had a bulbous end with markings along the surface. Elizabeth had re-created those just as skillfully as she had everything else. And as he turned it, he tried to see if there was anything within the scepter that would help him understand what else they might be after, but he couldn’t.

      He traded with Matthew and took the shield. It looked something like a large platter, though it had dozens of different markings etched along its surface. Jonathan traced them with his finger, above the surface of those markings, and began to feel something shuddering under his fingertips.

      Was it the facade failing?

      “How sure are you that these are accurate?” Jonathan asked.

      He remembered how the shield looked, and he remembered the distinct character of the power that came from it. It was easy enough for him to test Elizabeth. Knowing her, she wouldn’t even mind the testing. Or maybe she would. She could be touchy at times, and often without him really knowing why.

      “As sure as I can be. I’ve got a good memory, Jonathan. And seeing it more than once helps. Something about this is difficult, though. Maybe it’s the shape of the enchantments that were worked on it, or maybe it’s just my own ability.”

      “Or maybe it’s nothing,” Jonathan said. “Maybe it’s simply that you are holding a facade that’s trying to manifest different enchantments upon it and that doing so is incredibly difficult.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “I’m doing what I can, but it’s not working as I hoped it would.”

      Matthew took the scepter and the shield and set them on the table for a moment before he lifted the scepter again. He turned it, then flipped it so that the bulbous end was down, and he brought it closer to the shield.

      “Do you see anything?”

      “I think they link up,” Elizabeth said. She frowned. “And when you do that, it’s strange, Matthew. It’s almost like… well, it’s almost like they are supposed to do that.”

      “So you need the scepter and the shield,” Jonathan said.

      “Maybe,” Matthew said. “I’m not sure. I think we need more time with them.”

      “Or we need to ask Heziah.”

      “It’s dangerous,” Matthew said.

      “No more dangerous than all the El’aras items in the city,” Jonathan said. “We learn that, figure out what Heziah is after, then find my sister.”

      Leland leaned back in his chair and looked at the strange scepter and shield. The markings on them had started to flicker. Whatever facade Elizabeth was holding over them had started to fade.

      “They are not lasting as long as they should,” Elizabeth said.

      “There’s probably something in their makeup that is causing that,” Jonathan said. “They are El’aras items. It’s impressive that you are able to hold them this long.”

      Elizabeth grinned. “I told you I’ve been improving.”

      “Make preparations anticipating we’ll need to leave soon. We use this to convince Heziah. Then he’ll take me to my sister.”

      “Do you think we can trust him?” Leland asked.

      From his tone, Jonathan knew just how Leland felt about Heziah, and he knew that there was no way for Leland to trust anything that Heziah would do or say.

      “No. Which means any preparations that we make need to be made with the understanding that he is likely going to betray us. So plan accordingly.” He looked at Matthew.

      They all got up, and as they headed to the door, Matthew grabbed Jonathan’s arm. He waited until Elizabeth and Leland were gone before he stepped back into the room, glancing at the table where the two artifacts were flickering. Facades, really.

      “I have a pretty good idea what they do. I think… I think they are a map,” Matthew said.

      “If we had the originals, we might be able to know for sure.”

      “I wasn’t sure that I wanted to say, not until I had a chance to examine them more. And I don’t know if I’m right, but if these are supposed to reflect something of El’aras power, it’s right there.” He pointed toward the base of the facade meant to look like the scepter. “You can see the markings. It looks like a building set in between a pair of mountain peaks.”

      Jonathan frowned and leaned close. He supposed that it did. “What about it?”

      “Well, it’s going to be dangerous. Difficult. I will see what kinds of enchantments I can find, as I suspect we are going to need something a bit unusual.” He looked back. “And if it is a map, anything we find there is going to be old. Impossibly old.”

      “Go ahead and say what you think I need to know,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, the power is ancient, like I said. And the ancient El’aras were brutal.” He turned his attention back to Jonathan. “And they did not care for sorcerers.”

      Jonathan looked back at the facades. They had started to fade, becoming difficult for him to study. “What are you trying to say?”

      “Jayna is a sorcerer, Jonathan. Regardless of what else she might have become, she’s a sorcerer. We have to be ready for what the El’aras power might have done to her.”

      A plan began to form in Jonathan’s mind, though he wasn’t sure if it was going to work, but these days, the kinds of things that he was dealing with, the kinds of plans he was forced to coordinate, were often like that. “Then it’s a good thing we’ll have Heziah with us. He can show us how to get there.”

      “Right. About that. There’s something else I didn’t tell you,” Matthew said, and he held Jonathan’s gaze, but there was a look in his eyes that Jonathan wasn’t accustomed to. It was a hint of nervousness. “I probably should have told you, but I didn’t. I never gave the scepter back to the El’aras.”

      He pulled a long, slender object from a hidden place beneath his cloak, looking over at the door as he did. The scepter looked just as Jonathan remembered—and almost exactly like the one Elizabeth had made. Her skill was amazing.

      Jonathan stared at him for a moment. “You never did? I thought you were going to return it to them.” After everything they had gone through and everything he had thought that Matthew had done to keep the El’aras away from them, the idea that he would have held on to the scepter was… not just surprising but a bit amusing, if Jonathan were honest with himself. “So we don’t have to rely upon a fortified facade.”

      “I guess not.”

      “And since I convinced Char to give us the shield,” he said, pulling it from his satchel, “we now have both of the items that Heziah wanted.”

      “And the real map,” Matthew said softly.

      “So we make Heziah think the facades are the originals, then use a little misdirection…” A possibility that Jonathan hadn’t considered came to him. “Maybe we don’t tell him just yet. Let him think we’re using Elizabeth’s facades. We can leave him thinking that for as long as possible and only reveal the truth to him if it becomes necessary. With him mitigated by the enchantments, he might not be able to detect the difference.”

      “We don’t know what kind of power he has.”

      “Not really,” Jonathan agreed. “But we do know that he is trapped and cannot use his power right now, so I’m left to assume that he is not as much of a threat as he normally is. He will most likely be focused on trying to get free from those enchantments and won’t pay as much attention to some of the other things we are doing. Misdirection is going to be the key with Heziah. And I think we need to create several layers of misdirection. Can you help?”

      Matthew looked at him silently.

      “And we need to figure out what else the scepter and the shield are meant to do. It can’t be that they’re only a map.” If that were all they were, then Heziah could have used facades. He’d wanted the originals. And given how many enchantments they had on them, Jonathan suspected there had to be a reason for that.

      “You aren’t mad?”

      “I would never tell you what to do with an item of your people,” Jonathan said. “If you wanted to keep it, you could’ve kept it. So no. I’m not mad. And I wouldn’t be mad. But you didn’t answer the question.”

      “Of course I’m going to help,” Matthew said.
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      Jonathan forced Heziah in front of him, looking to see if anybody was paying any attention to them as they maneuvered along the street. He stuck to the side streets and wanted to avoid any extra attention, but if there were any sorcerers out, there was a very real possibility that they would recognize their presence and come after them. Thankfully, Jonathan had communicated with Char, who had agreed with his plan and made certain that the Society council gave them free access through the city. Jonathan didn’t think that they would be stopped, but he wanted to be prepared for the possibility that somebody from the Society came across them and realized that they had an escaped convict in Heziah, and even took action.

      They had found no obstruction. It seemed Char had done as he had claimed. Then again, Char believed that all of this was being done on Jayna’s behalf, and so he had been more than willing to help. Jonathan just wished that he understood the means Char had of reaching his sister, and he wished that he understood why he was as concerned as he was. There was something between the two of them, even if it wasn’t a relationship, as Char had said. Given Char’s apparent interest in Elizabeth, Jonathan actually believed that.

      Heziah seemed almost eager to be held captive, and he jerked forward, stumbling as if he were drunk, the way he had been when Jonathan had first met him.

      “You know, this would be easier if we knocked him out and just carried him,” Matthew said, leaning close. He had his hand above the hilt of his sword, and he was ready to draw it in a moment, Jonathan knew. Matthew glanced in either direction, watching everything as he worked his way forward, and then he would pause, tilting his head up, smelling the air as if he might discover something that way. “We don’t have to give him the satisfaction of getting us caught.”

      “We’re going to be patient with him,” Jonathan said, “because we might need him.”

      “We can’t let him know that, either,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan smiled. Heziah already knew his value, and he was likely taking full advantage of that, as much as it might annoy them both. At this point, though, the only thing Jonathan cared about was finding where Jayna was being held, and getting her out.

      Elizabeth looked back. “I can feel something pushing upon my facade, though it’s faint. Do you think we have a sorcerer coming?”

      Jonathan frowned. He hadn’t been feeling anything.

      He slipped off the El’aras bracelet that he had been wearing, wanting to avoid any potential for Heziah to attack him, but given that the others had the ability to contain him, he didn’t think that he needed to keep his enchantment on quite as much as he had before.

      “I don’t think it’s a sorcerer,” Jonathan said.

      “I don’t know what it is, then, but I can feel it pushing on me. If it’s not sorcery, then what is it?”

      “Are you so foolish as to not know?” Heziah snapped. His voice was dripping with irritation, much like it had been ever since they had captured him.

      “Why don’t you tell me, old master of all things magical?” Elizabeth said. She had a knife in hand, which she pointed at Heziah. Elizabeth carried a wild look in her eyes and even gave Jonathan a moment of pause. “If this is something that I’m supposed to know about, you can go right ahead and tell me what it is. Otherwise, I’m going to shove this knife into your belly and keep carving until you tell me what I need to know.”

      Matthew arched a brow. “I’m starting to like her.”

      “I just meant it’s likely an enchantment. Nothing else,” Heziah said.

      She sniffed, turned away. “If it’s an enchantment, I don’t know why it’s pushing on me the way that it is. There shouldn’t be anything here.”

      There shouldn’t be anything here, but Jonathan wondered if perhaps there was. He looked along the street but saw no sign of patrols or anybody from the Society. Then again, Char had agreed to make sure that they got out of the city without harassment.

      “I’m going to go and take a look,” Jonathan said. “You all go in the direction that we agreed, and I will meet you.”

      “This is dangerous,” Matthew said, looking over at him. “I don’t like the idea of splitting up.”

      “We’re not splitting up,” Jonathan said. “Keep moving, and I will catch up to you.”

      He slipped forward, glancing back at Heziah as he did, and watched as the facade began to billow outward, rippling as it suddenly took hold and left the street looking empty. He almost stumbled. The effect of it was perfect. There was only a bit of rippling along the facade this time, barely anything for him to notice. Jonathan wasn’t sure that he would have been able to see it had he not been looking for it.

      He turned his attention away, and he raced forward, looping around the block, and then found an alleyway. He began to creep along it until he found a place where he could climb to one of the nearby rooftops.

      The slate was slick, slightly damp, and he moved carefully so that he didn’t slip and fall. He did have a few enchantments on, and he used those enchantments to figure out how he could maneuver easily through here without drawing any additional attention.

      The slate was damp beneath his hands, and he realized that some of these roof tiles were enchanted, which surprised him at first, though he knew that it shouldn’t. He slipped forward and followed them until he realized that there was somebody moving alongside him. Jonathan hesitated, spun, and readied an enchantment to toss, with his hand held back.

      A cloaked figure stood on the rooftop, watching.

      The figure made no attempt to hide. At first Jonathan thought that maybe it was a sorcerer, or perhaps somebody working for the Society, but then he realized that couldn’t be. None from the Society would be on the rooftops like this, and they wouldn’t be alone.

      Then the cloaked figure pulled back the hood, and Jonathan snorted. “Erica.”

      Moonlight reflected off her hair, and she flicked her gaze past him, down to the street. Could she have detected them? He didn’t think so. He couldn’t detect them, and unless she had some way of tracking them…

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.

      “A job,” he said.

      She arched a brow, sliding closer to him, and looked up at him. She smelled of lilacs. “A job at this time of night?”

      “Well, considering most of my jobs take place at this time of night, that’s not terribly surprising.”

      “The Dragon has not been active. Until now. I’m curious what you are doing.”

      Jonathan turned away from her when he felt a surge of power. He spun back, readying the enchantment again to use on her. “Don’t,” he said.

      He had no idea what she was doing, as her hands were at her sides. He couldn’t tell if she was carrying or wearing an enchantment, but he felt the distinct buildup of power, and he knew that she was readying something, even if he didn’t know what it was.

      “What do you think I was going to do?”

      “To be honest, I can’t say, but don’t do it.”

      She frowned at him, and she looked down before glancing back up. “I came here… You were right, about the sorcerer.”

      Jonathan frowned. “I was?”

      “I looked into him. I don’t know what he wanted from me, but…”

      “You can say thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “Keeping you out of it. You don’t want anything to do with him.” He hoped she didn’t realize who Jonathan was with now.

      “You don’t have to protect me.”

      “Fine. I won’t.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “You have a sneak down below.”

      “Maybe,” Jonathan said. If she’d seen him reappear, then she would know that he had a sneak with him. “What does it matter?”

      “I haven’t been able to follow them is the problem.”

      Jonathan started to smile. “Maybe for you, but not for me. My sneak is skilled.”

      “No sneaks are that skilled. Do you have a sorcerer working with you?”

      Jonathan frowned. Could she know about his contact with the Society? “Why would I have a sorcerer working with me? You know who I am and what I am, and—”

      “I know the rumors about you as well. Rumors about jobs that shouldn’t be possible.”

      Jonathan shrugged slightly, and he backed away from her. “I’m skilled.”

      “Right. No one is that skilled.”

      “I am. My team is.”

      “Maybe I’m skilled, too,” she said.

      How many others did she have with her? She wouldn’t be here alone.

      But then he had seen her working with different teams—and even by herself.

      “Is this about getting back at me? Are you looking to get revenge on me for interrupting your job?”

      “What makes you think that I want revenge for that?”

      “You shouldn’t.”

      “I don’t.”

      She slipped toward him, and she had to be enchanted, as she moved quickly. When he darted away, he noticed her lilac perfume again. She flashed a smile at him, as if aware of what she was doing to him.

      “You know, I could be useful to you,” she said.

      He started to smile. “Really? I didn’t think that you were looking for a team.”

      “Maybe not, but the Dragon might help with my credibility.”

      “Of course he would,” Jonathan said.

      “And there are certain things I might offer you, if you were willing to work with me.”

      “I’m not sure that you would offer the benefit you think you do.”

      “I can be of use.”

      Jonathan was tired of arguing and needed to get moving quickly. The rest of his team was starting to move along the street, and if he took too long, they’d move beyond him. He’d promised that he would meet them and they would all travel together, so Jonathan didn’t want to wait so long that they got separated.

      “Then if you think that you can be so helpful, go ahead and scout the Society House for me.”

      She arched a brow at him. “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Because it would be a test of your ability.”

      “What makes you think I haven’t been doing that already?”

      “Have you?”

      “Well, there has been some interesting activity around the Society House of late, ever since they captured that rogue sorcerer they were looking for.” She watched Jonathan, and she seemed to be imploring him with her gaze to fill in the gaps, but Jonathan kept his face impassive. He hoped that he was successful, but he wasn’t sure if he managed to accomplish his goal, as her knowledge of the captivity of Heziah surprised him. “There was quite a bit of commotion around that time. Something happened, and unfortunately, I wasn’t able to figure out what it was, but afterward, the Society moved this sorcerer out of the city, and from there… well, I lost him.”

      “Prison,” Jonathan said.

      She frowned. “The Society wouldn’t imprison a sorcerer.”

      “They would if the sorcerer had targeted and attacked the Society before.”

      “I thought they just killed those sorcerers.”

      “Not if they think they might be useful again in the future, or if there are other reasons to keep them alive.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about the Society,” she said.

      “I should.”

      “Really? Is that because you broke into it and now have some mentor there, or is it because you’re working with a member of the Society?” She glanced down the street below once again before turning her darkened gaze up to Jonathan, and she smiled, almost playfully.

      Erica pressed her fingers together, and he realized whatever enchantment she was holding had to be on her fingers, though he couldn’t see what it was. He could only feel a faint tracing, but not enough for him to see the magic that she was using. Being aware of it was helpful, but what he wouldn’t give to know just what she was doing, and how she had that power.

      “And now you’re here, sneaking out of the city—”

      “Who said I was heading out of the city?”

      “Well, considering the direction you’re heading in and where you appeared,” she said, grinning even wider and revealing to Jonathan that she had watched him suddenly appear from the I, “you must have been doing something nefarious. What does this have to do with the sorcerer you have with you? Should I keep following to find out?”

      “I would really appreciate it if you didn’t.”

      “Well, you might appreciate it, but unfortunately, I have jobs of my own and need to make a name for myself. It’s difficult to do so in the city, especially for a woman.”

      “If you have the right contacts, it doesn’t really matter.”

      “Such as yourself?”

      “Well, I might not be the right contact for you, as I don’t know that I have need for anybody with your skills, but I’m sure that we could establish somebody that would be useful for you. Bartholomew might be able to help. If you’d like, I could put in a good word for you.”

      “You don’t even know what kinds of skills I have.”

      “What kinds of skills do you have?”

      She grinned even wider. “I could show you.”

      Jonathan didn’t like the way that this negotiation was going. And that was what this was—negotiation. He had a few choices at this point. He could attack and incapacitate her and leave her bound on the rooftop until they had managed to escape. He could use one of his enchantments on her as a distraction. He didn’t like the idea of either of those, as she really hadn’t done anything to him other than follow him. And there was something more to it than just that. He was intrigued by Erica. He liked her.

      He had to stop thinking like that, though. Liking somebody, and being intrigued by them, was a way to end up with his team getting pinched in ways that he did not want.

      “Listen, Erica. I can’t tell you what I’m doing, at least not now, but when I return to the city, I’ll consider your offer.”

      “I didn’t even make an offer,” she said.

      “You did. You want to work with me. I don’t have people who work under me, but I do work with a team. We tend to work as equals. I might be interested in finding out what skills you can offer my team, but now is not the best time. If you force the issue, unfortunately, I’m going to have to be a bit more forceful with how I handle you.”

      She shifted toward him and batted her eyelashes. “I might like that.”

      “And you might not,” Jonathan said. “Anyway, what I’m doing does not have any value to anybody but me.”

      “And your team.”

      Jonathan frowned. “My team is only helping because they care about me.”

      “There’s no money in it for them?”

      “Not particularly.” There might be what they found, but none of them really anticipated that there would be much wealth in what they uncovered. And if there were, it would be hard to move anything. That was the challenge, but then again, Elizabeth and Leland had not hesitated when Jonathan had pitched the challenge to them, as they wanted to help him. He appreciated that, much like he appreciated them, and had not been at all surprised.

      “I can leave you alone, but I will keep watching.”

      “You won’t see anything.” Jonathan reached into his satchel, grabbed one of his enchantments, and tossed it to the tiles at her feet.

      She looked down and frowned. “Really? I thought we were having a nice—”

      A bright explosion of light filled the sky. Jonathan had torn his gaze away, and he jumped, landed on the street, and immediately grabbed another enchantment, squeezing it to help his speed, while also squeezing another enchantment to activate it. It turned into a porIfacade that could shield him. It wasn’t perfect, and it certainly didn’t do as much as Elizabeth could do, but it would hopefully keep Erica from following him.

      And then he raced forward, through the streets, until he reached the edge of the city.

      Jonathan had been running as quickly as he could and had been filled with the power of his enchantments. When he reached the edge of the city, he finally slowed and then slipped his enchantments off as he looked for the others.

      He found them near a small copse of trees, waiting for him.

      “It took you long enough,” Elizabeth said. She Id her facade, a faint shimmering beginning to stir around her as she did. “What happened?”

      “I had to deal with somebody who was searching for employment.”

      “What?” she asked, and started laughing. “You had somebody trying to get a job?”

      “Who?” Matthew asked, staying close to Heziah, his sword unsheathed now that they were out of the city.

      At this point, they knew the real danger would be in Heziah attempting to break free from the enchantments. Jonathan and Matthew had tested those enchantments, and they were both of the opinion that they would hold Heziah for as long as they needed, as long as the job didn’t take too long, but they also worried that they underestimated Heziah. They had done so enough times that there was a very real possibility that he would be able to figure out some way of breaking free.

      “Erica.”

      Elizabeth smirked. “I think that one likes you.”

      “You don’t even know who she is,” Leland said. He stayed in the shadows, shrouded in darkness, and as far away from Heziah as he could be.

      “I’ve been following her,” Elizabeth replied. “I wanted to see if there was anybody tracking us. She’s been after him.”

      “I don’t think she likes me,” Jonathan said. “I think she’s looking for a job, and she wants the prestige of working with the Dragon.”

      “Some prestige,” Heziah said, looking at the others with him. “And some team.”

      “You’d better hope we’re some team,” Jonathan said, “because we’re what’s going to keep you alive.”

      “So you say,” Heziah said. “But perhaps you will need me to keep you alive.”

      “Maybe,” Jonathan said, looking at Matthew for a moment. “Are we ready?”

      “Well,” Leland said, stepping out of the shadows and reaching into a large sack that he had brought, “I don’t know if these enchantments are going to work, but if Bartholomew says that he has seen something like this traveling to the city, then maybe it will work.” He looked at Jonathan, and his gaze seemed to be searching for answers, or reassurance. “I don’t like the idea of trusting ourselves to a flying enchantment like this.”

      “It’s no different from trusting any other enchantment we use,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, if the enchantment fails, we could plunge to our deaths.”

      “Then we’d better hope that it doesn’t fail,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew frowned. “You know, I’m with Leland on this one. I wish we didn’t have to rely upon these enchantments.”

      “What’s the alternative?” Jonathan said. “If we were to walk, take horses, or use any enchantments over land, we would take far too long to get where we need to go. This is the only option that we have.”

      Leland laid out the enchantments, and Matthew crouched down in front of them. Jonathan joined him. He touched the first one. A massive birdlike figure began to expand, made out of paper and metal, radiating a sense of magic. Jonathan wondered if it had enough power to carry them where they needed to go. The others activated the similar enchantments, creating a flock of strange-looking birds.

      “Well, there’s nothing to do but climb on board,” Jonathan said. “Let’s get to flying.”
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      It was a strange thing, to be flying. Jonathan had never given much thought to flying before, as he had never thought that he would have the opportunity to do so. But the wind whistling past him felt cool and comfortable, and there was something freeing about sitting atop this strange enchantment as they soared north. It was interesting watching the landscape shifting beneath them. It was dark, which made it difficult for him to see much other than the undulating ground, smudges of trees, and the rippling grasslands.

      Matthew led them. He seemed to know where they were going. The map from the scepter and the shield obviously provided him with all he needed to know.

      Heziah was bound, enchantments holding him, and strapped to his flying enchantment. He had been lying with his face pressed up against the strange birdlike enchantment, and yet he seemed the most relaxed of all of them.

      Jonathan worried about that. What did Heziah know? Was there going to be some way for him to break free of his bonds? He had no idea if he could. If Heziah broke free, Jonathan would never figure out what had happened to his sister. He had made plans, and then plans for those plans to go wrong, but he still didn’t know if it was going to be enough with Heziah.

      The bird enchantments began to descend. Matthew guided them downward, leaning ahead, though Jonathan wondered if the enchantments were fading because they had limited power or because they had reached their destination. In the distance, he caught sight of a pair of mountains, which reminded him of the map that he had seen, and beyond that was an old, practically ancient, stone building.

      When his enchantment landed, he hurriedly scrambled off.

      Everything was dark. The moonlight was obscured by dark clouds that were smeared across the sky, making it difficult for Jonathan to see much. His eyesight had started to adjust, but now on the ground, he had a strange sense of movement even though they were no longer flying. He looked over at the bird enchantments and wondered if they might be able to deactivate them to fold up so they could keep them, or if they would have to use additional enchantments. He didn’t know how many enchantments Matthew had been able to acquire.

      “Here?” Jonathan asked.

      A series of rocks began to rise off to the side and then led down toward what looked to be a valley that headed off into a dark forest.

      “I can feel it,” Matthew said, and he turned to Heziah. “And there’s what we learned from him. And the map. We’ll find it up ahead. Let’s get moving.”

      Jonathan stayed next to Heziah and forced him forward. Heziah seemed restrained, but with someone like Heziah, Jonathan knew he couldn’t be too careful.

      “How many others know about this?” Jonathan asked, looking over at him.

      Elizabeth stayed close to Matthew and had some of her I swirling off her. She was holding on to power even when she didn’t need to.

      “I can’t say how many others know. I’m sure the El’aras are aware, but this place was long ago abandoned—and forgotten.”

      “Unless it wasn’t,” Jonathan said.

      “Unless,” Heziah agreed, and he smirked. “As you know, there has been so much intriguing activity with the El’aras lately. Rumors of what they call their Champion having risen again.” He watched Jonathan, and then he snorted. “Of course, you don’t have any idea what that means.”

      “None of that matters to me,” Jonathan said, though he couldn’t shake the question about whether or not it did matter. There was what Char had said about an El’aras Jayna had been working with. What if that was their Champion?

      “What happens if the things that are happening to the people that you’re with begin to impact the greater world?” Heziah asked. “What happens if the people that you care about are involved in the greater world? What would you do then?”

      “I suppose I’d wait and see.”

      They continued moving forward, and thankfully, Heziah remained quiet. As far as Jonathan could tell, Heziah didn’t try to use any of his sorcery to release the enchantments binding him. But the enchantments themselves might prevent Jonathan from knowing.

      When Matthew slowed, the stone fortress caught the moonlight more clearly now, revealing how it was set into the valley. Stone had crumbled, and everything was dark. The grass was tall, swaying in the night breeze, and didn’t look as if anybody had trampled it coming through here.

      He removed his El’aras bracelet and took a moment to test whether he could feel anything. He stepped back. “There’s nothing.”

      “Are you so certain of that?” Heziah asked. “You would risk your team on the chance that there is no power here?”

      “No sorcery here,” Jonathan snapped. “But that doesn’t mean that there isn’t El’aras magic. In fact, I believe there probably will be El’aras magic here, which is what we need to be careful of.”

      He looked at the others with him and found Leland frowning the most. He was likely probably thinking through what his responsibility might be. Jonathan had talked Leland through it and had explained that he might need to unlock El’aras enchantments. Leland continued to object to that, claiming that he did not have that ability, though Jonathan knew better.

      “You don’t have a plan, do you?” Heziah asked. He started to laugh. “You just want to charge into an ancient El’aras stronghold? I can tell you that others have tried and failed in places that are similar to this.”

      “Others like you?”

      Heziah frowned at him. “You don’t even know what I am.”

      “You’re Toral, and you serve something more powerful, called a Sul’toral, which means you have a master. So either you and other Toral have tried to do this, or maybe one of the Sul’toral you serve has tried to do this and has failed. Is that what you’re getting at?” Jonathan watched him, and he noticed a slight twitch in the corner of Heziah’s eye. Had Jonathan surprised him? “Oh. You didn’t think we knew about you?”

      “Perhaps you’re not as ignorant as I believed.”

      “I am curious, though,” Jonathan began, looking over at Heziah. They were standing near a tree, in the darkness, and he suspected that Elizabeth helIfacade around them, though it probably was not necessary—and if there were El’aras around her, it may not even be effective—but it would mute their voices if nothing else. “I don’t know the name of the Sul’toral you serve.”

      Heziah glowered at him. “You would not.”

      “Really? Because there are so many?” That was one thing he didn’t know. How many of these Sul’toral could there be?

      “You can’t imagine the honor I was gifted.”

      “I see. And are there many others like you?”

      Matthew frowned at him, and Jonathan caught his eye for a moment. He could tell from the way that Matthew was looking at him that he was concerned about the direction in which this conversation was going. Jonathan felt like he needed to have this conversation with Heziah. It mattered. More so than Matthew probably knew.

      “There are not many like me.” Heziah seemed to be picking his words carefully.

      “So there aren’t many Toral, or there aren’t many Toral like you?”

      Heziah looked off toward the fortress. “Are we going to stand here and have a conversation, or should we get this over with? I believe you want to know about your sister, don’t you?”

      “I do,” Jonathan said, “but I think that you have made it clear that this is just one step in finding her, unless it’s not.” He frowned at Heziah. “Is this not just one step in finding her? Is she actually here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Ignorance. That’s surprising from somebody like you. I figured a powerful Toral like yourself would be aware of all such things.”

      Heziah turned away and started toward the fortress, but Matthew pointed his blade at him. “Answer his question.”

      “I have answered it.”

      “You didn’t, though,” Matthew said. “He wants to know the name of the Sul’toral you serve. And I would like to know a little bit more about this relationship. Is it like a master and a slave?”

      “Does he make you do things for him?” Elizabeth asked, and she made a crude gesture with her hand.

      Leland covered his mouth, laughing softly.

      “None of you would have dared make that joke were he here.”

      With that comment, Jonathan thought he understood. “He’s gone, isn’t he? And you don’t know what happened to him.”

      Heziah said nothing.

      “Or you do know what happened to him. And he’s gone.” A series of possibilities went through Jonathan’s mind. “And maybe that was why you were working for Vileforn. Of course. You had a master. Something happened to him. And then you decided to get rich, but that didn’t work out the way that you had hoped it would, and now…”

      That didn’t fit, though. If all this was about some sort of power, how did Vileforn fit into it? Something wasn’t quite right. Jonathan needed to dig into it, but not yet. And not now.

      He looked over at Matthew. “The plan is the same. We move forward. ElizabetIs her facade around us. And once we reach the door, Leland will use his special gifts, get us inside, and we will see what tricks Heziah can uncover.”

      “Such a simple plan,” Heziah said. “Unfortunately, it’s dependent upon my willingness to ensure you get through this alive.”

      “If we don’t, who will take the enchantments off you?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Do you really think I am stupid enough to believe you would willingly remove them? Besides, how do you know I’m not leading you into a trap?”

      Matthew jabbed his blade at him, and Heziah jerked back from the point, which had drawn just a droplet of blood from Heziah. “Are you?”

      Heziah looked down, and he brought his chained hands up, smoothing them across his shirt. “You will pay for that.”

      “No,” Matthew said. “That was a debt you owed.”

      Heziah snorted. “I would not have expected you to be keeping tabs.”

      “You don’t know what I’ve done,” Matthew said softly.

      Heziah watched him and seemed to be appraising Matthew, as if trying to decide what Matthew might do. And that left Jonathan smiling. Matthew was enough of a mystery for Jonathan, and he had known him for a long time. The idea that Heziah might be able to analyze and appraise him in little more than a glance seemed laughable.

      Finally, though, Heziah looked over at Jonathan. “I’ll identify any magical traps I can see, but I might need to be freed to help with them.”

      “We will see,” Jonathan said. “Are you ready?”

      Everybody nodded, and then they started forward. Jonathan looked for movement but saw nothing. At one point, he could have sworn that he felt a faint tinge of magic, but it seemed to come from behind him. He turned and looked backward but didn’t see anything. Maybe it was the flying enchantments they’d left behind. They had not been able to deactivate them and shrink them down to store them.

      Elizabeth watched Jonathan. “Is everything all right?”

      “I think so.”

      “You know, there is something about him that bothers me.” She flashed a glance at Heziah and squeezed her knives. Jonathan found it amusing that she was carrying them with her, but he’d seen the look in her eyes when she had threatened Heziah. He had seen that look in people’s eyes before, and he recognized real fury. “We don’t know if he’s got anybody out here coming to help. Heziah has a master, right?”

      “Right.” And as Jonathan said this, he started to piece together what she was getting at. “I don’t think that he has other people working under him. We would’ve seen that before now, and there’s been no sign of anyone.”

      Unless they were the ones responsible for the jobs dealing with the El’aras enchantments in the city. If so, then there was something else to do when they got back.

      “But what if he’s kept them from us?” She looked ahead, watching Heziah’s back. He seemed to have stiffened, and this left Jonathan wondering if Heziah was listening to them. Could he know what they were saying? “But there’s something else. Something that has been bothering me. He doesn’t know what happened to his master.”

      “I’m not sure that we’re going to get an honest answer out of him.”

      “Well,” she said, turning to JonaIHe felt her facade surge, and there was considerable power as it did. It seemed that she was holding on to quite a bit of magic. “If something happened to his master, what if he’s become the master?”

      Jonathan watched Heziah. “It’s possible. But we need to get inside.”

      “What if he’s manipulating you to get what he wants by using your sister?”

      Jonathan smiled. “Oh, I’m planning on it. With Heziah, I have to plan for quite a few possibilities.”

      A burst of light exploded around them, and then again. Then again. And again. Magic surged with each one.

      Elizabeth looked over. “Did you plan for that?”
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      Jonathan hurriedly reached into his pouch and grabbed several different enchantments. As soon as he did, he realized that might have been a mistake. Jonathan wasn’t sure of the source of the sudden burst of power. Could it have reacted to their use of magic, or was it something else?

      He looked over at Elizabeth. Her eyes were wide, and he could see the magic swirling around her I began to use her facade. He shook his head quickly. Her magic suddenly faded. He breathed out a brief sigh of relief.

      “This could be power that’s drawn to you and what you can do,” he said, looking over at Elizabeth and then ahead at Leland and Matthew, who were walking with Heziah. “Be ready, though. I’m not sure, which means we need to be careful.”

      Elizabeth nodded quickly, and she fidgeted, twisting the El’aras bands on her wrist. “Shouldn’t these protect us?”

      “You would think so,” Jonathan said. “The problem is that I don’t know if the protections they offer are enough.”

      And given the kinds of protections that they had and what he could feel from the power around him, he started to wonder if it was drawn to magic in general. The El’aras enchantments they carried would shield them from those who could detect magic, but would they shield against an El’aras who had the ability to detect and use that same power?

      Jonathan doubted they would. And even if they did, how long would they hold out?

      The real question that he didn’t have an answer for was whether the El’aras charms had a limit in the same way that other enchantments did. There was a very real possibility that the El’aras enchantments had a finite amount of power within them, as he had seen stored within other enchantments. And if that were the case, then it would only be a matter of time before those enchantments were spent, especially given how much Elizabeth and the others had been using those enchantments to shield their use of power.

      Jonathan caught up to Matthew. “Sorcery?”

      Matthew frowned. “Maybe, but it doesn’t seem quite right, does it? El’aras and sorcerers don’t quite get along.” He looked over at Heziah.

      Heziah was quiet, and yet Jonathan saw a look of concentration in his eyes.

      “We need to avoid using enchantments other than the El’aras ones,” Jonathan said.

      Leland suddenly stopped using his power, and Jonathan found himself questioning whether there was some reason for him to do so. Leland’s power wasn’t nearly as potent as what Elizabeth possessed, but it was still potent. Jonathan had seen him using that potency to their advantage. More than that, Leland had gradually improved in his power and his control, to the point where he would be able to do many of the things that sorcerers were able to do.

      “Assuming this is El’aras,” Heziah said, lowering his voice as he looked around, “the power is latent. And it seems to me that it’s drawn to you,” he said, flashing a look at Matthew.

      Matthew snorted. “Then you’re mistaken. I am the only one of us who it probably isn’t drawn to.”

      “Are you so sure about that?” Heziah started to smirk. “What do you know about your people and their history? Do you think it’s one of peace?”

      Matthew didn’t change his expression, though Jonathan noticed the hint of confusion in Matthew’s eyes as he remained quiet. The El’aras had been warlike in the past, and Jonathan knew that they had attacked sorcerers, but could they have gone after their own people?

      “Maybe you need to avoid using your abilities,” Jonathan whispered.

      “As if that would make much difference,” Heziah said. “You cannot mask what you are, regardless of how much someone like him would like to do so.” He snorted and then shook his head. “No. Unfortunately, you are who you are, or who you are meant to be. There is no way to mask it. Perhaps it’s best if you run back to your little flying enchantments and wait for us to finish.”

      Jonathan looked over to where Matthew was standing, and he saw him fidgeting, the first time he had noticed a hint of questioning in his eyes. Matthew leaving might be exactly what Heziah wanted.

      “Regardless of what the El’aras once were, we know what they can be,” Jonathan said.

      And that had to be what Jayna was involved in.

      That was part of the nagging question that Jonathan had about his sister and her involvement in all of this. He wondered why she would have come to a place like this. Could Jayna be after power? He never would have thought that important to her, but then again, he no longer knew her the way that he once had.

      “I might be able to help with something,” Elizabeth said.

      Heziah scoffed at her. “Do you think your little tricks are going to be of much use against them?”

      They stood off to the side, a series of rocks around them, and yet there were no further explosions nearby—thankfully—though they hadn’t abated completely. Jonathan wondered what it would be like if they were to move forward, whether there would be more El’aras explosions that would keep coming at them.

      “I think my little tricks are going to be more effective than you realize,” Elizabeth snapped, and she shot him a look. “Besides, this will test them, won’t it?”

      “I suppose,” Matthew said. “What do you propose?”

      “Well, let me see if I Iseal you inside of this facade. I don’t know if it’s going to be strong enough, or hold well enough, but I think that if I place it around you…” She frowned, biting her lip as she began to circle around Matthew. She touched him on the shoulders, on his back, and when she came around the front side of him, she touched him on his chest and then ran her hands down his arms.

      “What are you doing?” Leland asked.Itrying to decide what kind of facade I need to use on him. You know, most of the facades I’ve placed on people are simple, but this one will need to be a little bit more complex, and we need Matthew to be free enough that he can maneuver. And I need it to hold.”

      “Elizabeth, all you have to do is seal him inside of a shell.”

      “I don’t know if that’s going to be enough,” she said. “Besides. Why don’t you let me do this? I’m the sneak, after all.”

      Jonathan smiled at her. “I’m starting to think you are much more than just a sneak.”

      She continued to circle around Matthew, and as she did, she tapped on his arms, his legs, even his shoes. When she was done, she stood in front of him and held her hand up, running it along his cheeks, which elicited a strange look from Matthew and a stifled laugh from Leland.

      Heziah looked over at Jonathan. “Are you going to permit her to keep going? This is no game here. If she makes a mistake, your friend is going to end up dead by the hand of his own people.”

      “And if she does it right, then it’s going to keep him safe, so I’m going to let her do whatever she needs to do.”

      “Look at Jonathan Aguelon, the Dragon, trusting his team.”

      “I’ve always trusted my team,” Jonathan said.

      “That’s not what I’ve heard.”

      “Is that right?” Jonathan knew Heziah was playing with him, trying to bait him, but Jonathan wasn’t going to take it.

      “I can remember you having a mentor who disappeared. And then when you disappeared, so many others did too. How much of that is the Dragon responsible for?”

      “Careful, Jonathan,” Matthew cautioned.

      Jonathan flashed a smile at Matthew, though it was tight and irritated. He looked over at Heziah. “I know that you’d like me to believe that you know something about what happened to Grayson, but given what I’ve seen of him since we first dealt with you, I no longer believe you know the things you claim that you do.”

      “Then you’re mistaken.”

      “I’ve got it,” Elizabeth said, and she broke some of the tension that had been building between Jonathan and Heziah—thankfully. Jonathan didn’t need to get into an argument with Heziah, and at this point, he needed to be able to trust that his team was going to do what they were supposed to do.

      Elizabeth began to bloom with power. She had shifted one of her El’aras charms off her wrist and clutched one in her other hand, and she traced her free hand over the top of Matthew. It was a technique that he had never seen her using before, but there was a certain confidence to the way that she did it.

      “It’s something like painting,” she explained as she went. “I have to visualize what I want it to look like, but in this case, I need to create something of a shell around you. Now, I don’t know if it’s going to work quite as well as it would if I were to create a bubble around you, but I think this will permit you a bit more flexibility,” she said, and she glanced over at Jonathan. “Well, I hope so. Besides, we need to make sure we’re only as limited as we need to be, right?”

      “Right,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, one thing I’ve learned is that when I hold on to one of these facades, and I keep it closely bound to the person, I don’t need to draw upon quite as much strength in order to hold it.” She continued sweeping her hand over Matthew, and as she had described, it did look something like painting. It was strange to witness.

      The explosions faded. It was as if they truly were drawn to Matthew.

      When Elizabeth was done, the man standing in front of them looked somewhat like Matthew, but it was enough of a mask that Jonathan wasn’t even sure.

      “What is it?” Matthew asked, looking over at Jonathan.

      “It’s just that you look like yourself, but you also don’t look like yourself. I don’t know if that makes any sense to you.”

      “So what did she do?” Matthew asked.

      “She made you look a little younger,” Leland said, “and a bit less rugged. I suppose you’d be considered attractive.”

      “Oh, he definitely would be now,” Elizabeth said.

      “Now?” Matthew asked.

      Elizabeth shrugged. “Well, you really aren’t my type otherwise, and maybe you’re a little too old for me. I might have added a bit of my own preference to this, but it makes it easier.”

      “He kind of looks like that sorcerer. Char.”

      Elizabeth shrugged. “I did what I can.”

      Jonathan found himself looking over at Heziah, who was watching, and quiet.

      “Will it work?” Matthew asked.

      “We haven’t felt anything since she started doing it,” Jonathan said. “I’m starting to think that it might actually work.”

      “As the explosions have faded while holding on to this, the power must not be drawn to me.”

      “Or the reason it’s not drawn to you is that you aren’t moving,” Heziah said. “Honestly, Jonathan, I would’ve figured that you were far cleverer than this, but it seems that you only think of the most basic possibilities.”

      “Not basic,” Jonathan said. “It’s just sensible. You don’t have to think up the most complicated answer. Sometimes the more sensible one is the correct one.”

      “And sometimes you are too stubborn to see the truth, though it is right there in front of you.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “We should get moving,” he said. “If it’s drawn to Matthew, let’s find out, and figure out if we need to do anything differently.”

      “I’m not leaving the rest of you to go on without me,” Matthew said.

      “Nobody ever said anything about that,” Jonathan said.

      “You don’t have to. I can see it in your eyes. You’re thinking about it. You’re thinking that if somehow I am triggering these attacks, then you will leave me behind.”

      “Well, if you are triggering them,” Leland started, and he glanced over at Elizabeth and then Jonathan, “wouldn’t we need to leave you behind? It might be safer for us.”

      Matthew grunted. “Let’s get moving.”

      He started off, holding on to his blade. It was the only El’aras item Matthew possessed, which left Jonathan wondering if that might be drawing the attention of the attacks, but as Matthew marched forward, there were no further explosions. Then again, if it had been the enchantments, and it could have been any of them, then it was not Matthew.

      He found Heziah watching Elizabeth, and now there was a strange, almost appraising look in his eyes. Jonathan snorted, which elicited a sharp look from Heziah.

      “She’s impressive, isn’t she?” Jonathan said.

      “Why would you think to say that to me?” Heziah asked.

      Jonathan laughed, and he glanced over at Elizabeth, who had hurried up to Matthew. She wiped her hand along his back, and there was a faint rippling, but it was subtle. Jonathan could see it clearly, though. He suspected that was her use oIc, and that she was fine-tuning the facade, though he still wondered why he could see her use magic, or rather, why he could see all uses of magic.

      “I’m saying it because I see the way that you’re looking at her. And I can tell what you’re thinking.”

      Heziah snorted. “You’ve never been able to tell what I’m thinking, Aguelon.”

      “No? I imagine you’re thinking about trying to escape, and planning out what it might take for you to do so.” Jonathan looked at the enchantments around him. “And given that I can see the power that’s holding you, and I can practically feel it,” he said, acknowledging to Heziah his ability to feel power, “I’m wondering if you have started to realize that you aren’t going to be able to do anything to get free. Or maybe you’re actively working on it. I wouldn’t put it past you to do that, especially given what we have experienced before, but you should know that I have other plans in place in case you do.”

      Heziah glowered at Jonathan. “You only think that you know what you’re doing.”

      “You only think you know what I’m doing.” Jonathan flashed a grin at him. “See? Two of us can play the same game.”

      Jonathan gave Heziah a sharp shove, forcing him to move more quickly. With the chains around his ankles, he couldn’t walk as he normally did, but Jonathan didn’t care.

      They reached the outskirts of the fortress. There were several sculptures, all of them made of stone, that Matthew had stopped in front of. They were dark, and most of them had a coating of moss, though one of them had vines creeping along it. Jonathan looked up at them, his gaze appraising, trying to decide if they were enchantments or not.

      “What do you think?” Jonathan asked Matthew.

      “Well, these are probably the source of some of the explosive power that we were feeling,” Matthew said. “None of them are active right now.”

      “Because of what I did,” Elizabeth said, waving her hand in front of her and taking a slight bow. “See? I am useful.”

      “We’ve never said you are anything other than useful,” Jonathan said.

      She glanced over at Matthew before surprising Jonathan and glowering at Heziah. “Well, he has. ‘She’s not a sorcerer,’” she said, her tone taking on a mocking tone that sounded something like Heziah. “As if you sorcerers have the stranglehold on using magic. Or even using good magic.” She snorted. “I’ve seen plenty of sorcerers who can barely use the power they have.”

      “And what about me?” Heziah said.

      “You have a bit more talent,” Elizabeth admitted. “But you’re also kind of an ass, so I suppose that counters it.” She looked over at Jonathan. “There’s a door up here, and there seems to be an overgrown path that leads off either side. Look.”

      “Do you see steps anywhere?” Jonathan asked.

      Matthew tore his attention away from a sculpture. It looked something like a man, but he was tall, his features blurred, as if time had faded them. If it were an enchantment, then Jonathan wouldn’t have expected time to have faded any of the features on the sculpture at all, which meant that it likely had been designed that way.

      “I don’t see signs of anybody having come through here,” Matthew said, turning to Jonathan. “So which way? The main entrance, or look for a different way?”

      “The main entrance is probably the way we are meant to go, and as we don’t know what other protections might be here, it may not even be accessible to us.”

      Matthew nodded slowly. “Then we need to split up. Some of us will take one way, and the others take another way.”

      Leland arched a brow, and Jonathan shot him a harsh look to keep him from saying anything.

      “It might be better to do that,” Jonathan said. “Why don’t Matthew and Elizabeth head along the side? And Leland and Heziah and I will head toward the main entrance.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Leland asked.

      Elizabeth looked over at Leland, then at Jonathan. She was frowning as well.

      She probably felt the same way that Leland did, mostly because of the comment Jonathan had made earlier. But in this case, there was a reason for them split up.

      “I’ll keep her safe,” Matthew said, looking over at Leland. “Or she’ll keep me safe. Maybe both. Besides, if we encounter anything, I’m going to need her presence so she can seal off my power again. I don’t need the other El’aras to recognize I’m here.”

      “I didn’t think there were other El’aras here,” Leland said.

      “Well, the ghosts of the El’aras,” Jonathan suggested. “Or those who once held this stronghold. Either way, he’s right. We need to have Elizabeth stay with Matthew so that she can ensure that nothing happens to him.”

      Leland locked eyes with Elizabeth, and she smiled, as if trying to reassure him, before she and Matthew started off. They slipped into the overgrown grasses, making their way to the side of the fortress.

      When they were gone, Jonathan looked over at Leland, nodding to him. “You might be called upon to open a lock.”

      “It’s still better if we stay together,” he said.

      “I know.”

      He gave Heziah a shove, and he shot a hard glare at Jonathan, but he ignored it. He reached into his pocket, running his finger over the enchantments that were there, and his mind raced, trying to come up with their plan.

      “Let’s get moving. It’s time to get inside of the fortress.”
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      The entrance to the fortress was imposing.

      The area around it was overgrown, with plenty of tall grasses, weeds, and even a few small shrubs that looked as if they had struggled to grow here. All of it hid their passing as they approached the entrance. Leland kept looking to either side, eyes scanning all around as if waiting for somebody to jump out at them. Jonathan saw no sign of movement, and he had no sense of magic. That didn’t mean that there was no magic, as Jonathan was all too aware of the fact that El’aras power would not draw his attention quite as well as sorcery, but he didn’t think that there was anything here.

      Heziah kept his focus straight ahead, though he would occasionally look off in either direction, which left Jonathan wondering if he had help coming. Regardless, Heziah had a plan, and Jonathan knew that he had to stay ahead of him.

      “You’re going to have to release me if you intend to enter,” Heziah said as they approached the massive double doors that looked to be made out of stone and towered over them.

      “Why would I need to release you?” Jonathan asked, looking over at Heziah. “I have my lockpick here.”

      Heziah glanced at Leland, and his lips curled in a tight sneer. “You would really have me believe that this one has any ability to open an El’aras lock?” He laughed, and there was real bitterness in his tone. “He wouldn’t be able to handle anything even remotely close to this power.”

      Leland shot Heziah a look dripping with annoyance. Then he strode toward the door, and he held his hand just above the surface of it. As he waved his hand from side to side, there was a faint shimmering of the power that he was calling upon. Leland continued his pattern, moving his hands to test for the opening and a way to unlock the door. As he moved his hands around in the steadiness of the pattern, Jonathan could feel the power coming off him.

      Leland didn’t look over at Heziah, but he started to talk, directing his commentary at Heziah. “There are different techniques involved in opening a lock. For the most part, you have to feel for where the lock fits and then push through that in order to trigger it in a way that will open it.”

      He paused, and then he moved his hand in a circle over a section of the stone before there was a buildup of his power. As it built, Leland clenched his jaw and then gave it a soft shove. He nodded to himself.

      “Ultimately, you have to recognize the pattern,” Leland said. “In this case, the pattern is in how the lock holds, and there is a connection that links it. When you recognize that connection, it’s little more than a simple matter to force it open.” He paused, moving his hands to another spot on the door, and then turned, twisting his hands again before pressing forward with more intensity. “And of course, I’ve seen how you would open a lock, Heziah.”

      Leland turned his attention back to the door, and he continued to push against it. The way that he was doing so was building power, and Jonathan could feel that energy bubbling from within him, even though he couldn’t tell just what Leland was doing to the door. He imagined some internal structure to the door that Leland somehow activated, but even that might not be completely accurate. When it came to the kinds of locks that they had encountered, Leland had a very different exposure to them, and experience with them, that made it so that he could do things that others could not.

      “And I do recall how you weren’t able to open one in the city. You needed us to do it.” With that, Leland pushed one more time, and there came a soft sweep of wind and a faint trembling, and then the door clunked open.

      Leland nodded to Jonathan before stepping off to the side.

      Heziah said nothing.

      “Move,” Jonathan said.

      “Gladly,” Heziah said. “And I am thankful for your unique trick.”

      “It’s a trick that you don’t have any ability with,” Leland said.

      Jonathan tapped on Leland’s arm, shaking his head. “All you do is feed into it. You just have to ignore him.”

      “It’s difficult,” Leland said.

      “That’s the way that he wants it. He wants to torment you.”

      Jonathan prodded Leland to move forward, and they headed inside.

      The fortress was dark, dusty, and there was a musty aroma that hung over everything. Jonathan had an enchantment that would help lighten everything, but he didn’t want to use it on the chance that there was somebody else here waiting for them. Instead, he searched through his pouch, found an enchantment that would augment his eyesight, and slipped it on. It was little more than a ring, but it immediately helped him see everything around him far more clearly. He had another, and he offered it to Leland.

      “Not one for me?” Heziah asked.

      Jonathan shrugged. “I figured you didn’t need any help. Aren’t you the one who’s been telling me how capable and competent you are?” He flashed a tight smile. “With that being the case, I figure that it’s probably for the best that you just use your own skill.”

      “And I know what you would do if I used my skill.”

      “Do you?” Jonathan asked. “And what do you think I would do?”

      “You would immediately take one of your little explosives and target me with it.”

      “I’m fine with that,” Leland said. He shrugged. “Not that you’re asking, but if it comes down to blasting Heziah, I don’t have any problem with it.”

      Jonathan shrugged, and he turned, looking around. “Go ahead,” he said to Heziah. “You seem to know so much about this place. Why don’t you lead us out?”

      “I don’t have the map.”

      “None of us has the map,” he told him. “All we have is what we were able to see with those facades. So get moving.”

      Heziah regarded Jonathan for a few moments, and Jonathan imagined him trying to decide how much he was going to reveal about just what he knew. Jonathan suspected that Heziah understood more about what was taking place in here than he was letting on, but so far he had said nothing.

      “I might be able to uncover the source of activity,” Heziah started, and he flashed a tight smile at Jonathan. “But then again, I might not. I can’t say with any certainty what might be there. I’m sure you can understand.”

      “I’m sure I can,” Jonathan snapped. “Now, if you want to find the reason you’re here, I’d suggest you get moving.”

      Heziah scowled at Jonathan now. “So temperamental.”

      He turned, and he started forward down a long hallway. No light stretched down the hallway, though Jonathan’s enchantments allowed him to see along it in gradations of gray. The air was musty, as if it hadn’t been disturbed in ages.

      Jonathan paused at a sculpture, but he didn’t touch it. He held his hand just above the surface of it, and he frowned, mostly to himself. How many of these items were El’aras enchantments? And maybe none of them were, but the El’aras would have placed some power in everything.

      Leland looked over at him, and he kept flicking his gaze behind Jonathan.

      “They’ll meet us,” Jonathan said.

      “We didn’t need to split up. We could’ve stayed together.”

      “They have their task, and we have ours.”

      “Their task?” Heziah asked, looking over at Jonathan. “What little plan does the great Jonathan Aguelon have in mind now?”

      “I have in mind that we will get through here, and we will see if we can find whatever hoard of El’aras items you think will help you and us do what needs to be done. Isn’t that enough?”

      Heziah tipped his head in a slight nod. “I suppose that is enough. From what I recall of what you revealed to me,” he said, and he looked as if he was questioning how much they had actually revealed to him, “there should be an opening up ahead.”

      “An opening?” Leland asked.

      “A storage room, or perhaps some other place in which they have kept the El’aras items. Whatever it is, I suspect that is where we will find what we are looking for.”

      “Where you will find what you are looking for,” Jonathan said.

      “Fine. Where I will find what I’m looking for. Is that a problem for you?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Not for me, but I wonder if you think that you might be able to break through those enchantments up here.”

      Heziah held his wrists up, and he shook the silver enchantments around them. “You’ve made it quite clear that I am incapable of escaping. These bands, however annoying they may be, are effective.”

      “I’m curious,” Jonathan started. He moved to stand next to Heziah and swept his gaze along the hallway but saw nothing more than just shadows. “There were always rumors about what sorcerers would do to those who posed a danger to them. Dark sorcerers, as they were,” he said, looking over at him. He flashed a smile. “And I’m curious what your experience with them might be.”

      “My experience with what?” Heziah asked, though he regarded Jonathan with a strange glare.

      “Your experience with those who might try to destroy a dark sorcerer. What would they do?”

      Heziah stiffened ever so slightly. “They think that they can counter other types of power. They think they have the right to do so.” He took a deep breath, and when he let it out, the tension that had been present in his body began to ease. He looked over, and he forced a tight smile at Jonathan. “As you have likely heard, the Society believes they can burn power off those who refuse to wield it in the manner that they deem appropriate.”

      “Can they?” Leland asked.

      Heziah shot him a withering look. “If they could, do you think they would have permitted such enchanters to flourish?” He waved his hands, and for a moment, Jonathan thought that he caught a sense of power flickering from within Heziah, as if he was calling upon sorcery, but then it faded. “Their inability to deal with the dular and their ilk is all you need to know about their capacity to handle someone like myself.”

      Interesting.

      Jonathan had not known that, but then, he had never really been so connected to the Society, and he certainly would never have considered it enough to even think about what they might have done. There had been rumors about what the Society might do to those who had wronged them, to the point where they would supposedly burn off their sorcery, though Jonathan wondered how such a thing would even be possible. If someone was born to magic, it seemed to him that they would just continue to possess it.

      “They can restrict it,” Leland said. His gaze went to the manacles at Heziah’s wrists before sweeping up to the collar at his neck and then meeting Heziah’s gaze. It was a measure of strength that was unusual for Leland, and it was probably only because he didn’t fear that Heziah would retaliate.

      “They can restrict it,” Heziah muttered. “But perhaps they don’t understand that quite as well as they think.”

      “If you think that you’re going to escape on me, you should know—”

      “I know that you have those little trinkets that you intend to use on me.”

      Jonathan shrugged. So Heziah knew about what Char had given him. That shouldn’t surprise him, but it suggested that he could tell what enchantments Jonathan carried. “I was just saying that you need to be careful.”

      “Oh, I am being careful.”

      Heziah kept moving, but he paused at one door, closed his eyes, then turned away. Jonathan glanced over at Leland, who shrugged. Heziah didn’t try to open the door, and Jonathan didn’t press him to do so, either. If Heziah didn’t feel that door was necessary for them, they weren’t going to push it open. Not yet. Once they found where Heziah was leading them, then they could explore the rest of the fortress, if they chose to do so. Jonathan wasn’t sure that was even going to be necessary, anyway.

      They stopped at several other doors along the hallway, and each time, Heziah would pause, closing his eyes for a moment and holding his hands up. At one of the doors, Jonathan had a distinct sense that there was a trace of power coming from the sorcerer, and he saw a faint swirling. It faded.

      Jonathan began to sort through his enchantments. He wanted to be ready in the event that Heziah found a way out of his bindings. At this point, it might be more sensible to take Heziah back to the city rather than risk his escape, but Jonathan needed him. At least, for what Jonathan had planned, he thought that he was going to need him.

      They picked their way through the fortress. It was a series of narrow hallways, high ceilings, and rotten doors leading into rooms with cracked stone and overgrown with grass and vines that had snuck inside. Strangely enough, as they went farther, the fortress began to change. It had stayed more intact the farther in that they went, so that they actually had to test several doors before moving on. None of them were locked, and Leland nodded to himself as they passed through them.

      They reached one more door. This one was solid, and there were markings upon it that reminded Jonathan of what he had seen at the home in the capital where the shield had been kept. Those markings had created a lock mechanism that Leland had managed to overpower. Would this be something similar?

      “Go on,” Heziah said, looking over at Leland. “You’re the one who has this little ability, as you like to make it known, so go on and use it.”

      Leland looked over at Jonathan. “Well?”

      Jonathan frowned. He didn’t feel anything from the door, and he didn’t feel any power coming off Heziah right now, but that didn’t mean that Heziah was not prepared to break free of his enchantments, only that he wasn’t using any power at this point.

      He nodded. “We need to see what’s in here.”

      “And you’ve been looking for your sister,” Heziah said. “So if that is what you are after, all you must do is go through this doorway, and you should be able to find what you’re looking for.”

      Jonathan wondered if he would even have known where to look for his sister without Heziah, and he still wondered how much of this Heziah was trying to manipulate, but if there were El’aras items here, a treasure trove of sorts, then it also made sense that they would test to see if there was anything here that they could get into.

      He waited while Leland approached the door, and then he held his hand up. He didn’t move it. Instead, he just held it in place. He closed his eyes, and his fingers began to twist, as if he were turning a lock, which, as Jonathan considered it, Leland might actually be doing, but doing so with the magical connection.

      “Tell me again why you wanted us to get you the scepter and the shield,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah glanced in his direction, and his expression darkened for just a moment. “You want to go into this now?” He flicked his gaze to the door. “This is what you were after, after all. So you could get your sister.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Consider this a curiosity. Before Leland brings us to the storage bin of various enchantments.”

      Heziah snorted. “Unfortunately, there is nothing more to tell about them. Or perhaps I should say fortunately. The scepter is but one part of a map, and the shield is the other. I did not want to reveal that, as very few people would understand my desire to chase the location on the map, but I thought that it would be beneficial.”

      “Because of the ancient El’aras enchantments that might be here.” Jonathan turned, and he looked at Heziah. “You know what I’ve learned in my time working with enchanters?”

      Heziah snorted. “I’m sure you are eager to tell me.”

      “Well, I do have some experience with enchantments. You can’t work the kind of job that I have and not have that experience. Then again, you know that. What I’m thinking, though, is that it is a little strange that you have been so willing to help us.”

      “I think you’re mistaken in my willingness,” he said.

      “All for enchantments that you don’t even know will be effective.”

      Leland stiffened, though he kept working on the door. Jonathan hoped that he would keep going.

      “We know that enchantments will fade over time,” Jonathan continued. “That is the nature of the power and how it is stored. Even highly skilled enchanters will find their enchantments are not eternally effective, which means that sorcerers, and even El’aras, will find enchantments fade.”

      Heziah watched Jonathan. “You are partially correct.”

      “Only partially?”

      Leland pressed forward, and there came a swirling of energy around him as he forced the lock. Jonathan could feel the energy going into the lock, even if he couldn’t tell what it was that Leland was doing or how he managed to open the lock. He was aware of the power regardless.

      “When it comes to enchantments,” Heziah said, “most believe that they fade over time, which is not necessarily true. Magic placed upon an item will be immutable. But there is a finite storage of such power that can be held within each enchanted item. With the proper technique, the power that is held within the substrate can be prolonged, and the effect can be maintained far better with the right person using it, but for the most part, you will eventually see that power fading to the point where it is no longer effective.”

      “Jonathan?” Leland asked.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s the lock.”

      “What about it?”

      “Well, this one was a little different from the others that we’ve encountered recently. A bit more complicated. The one in the city had about a dozen locking points, whereas this one has twice that. It is challenging, but I’ve been practicing on the one in the city.”

      Jonathan nodded. He knew. He hadn’t said anything, but then again, he hadn’t needed to. He had observed Leland testing himself and knew that it had taken him less and less time to open that lock, which had been the most complicated one that he had ever faced before now.

      “Good. And what do you think?”

      “Well, this is challenging, but I think I have the key to it. I just wanted to let you know before you finished your conversation with him,” Leland said.

      Jonathan tipped his head forward, nodding, and pushed on the door. “Go ahead. Unlock it.”

      Leland hesitated a moment, and then he pushed one more time. There was a swirling of power around him as he did, and then the door came open.

      “I wasn’t done with what I was telling you,” Heziah said.

      Jonathan backed toward the door before turning and facing Heziah. “Is that right? I suppose you’re going to regale me with more historical information about different enchantments, or perhaps try to convince me of how much you know and how little we know.”

      “Oh, I don’t need to convince you of that. But I did think that it would be helpful for you to know that there is another aspect to enchantments. Not only do they not fade, and it’s only that the power within them can be used up, but with the right focus, those same enchantments can be coerced, as it were. You can take the power within them, and you can turn that against them.” As he spoke, there was a swirling of color around Heziah.

      Then the manacles on his wrists snapped open. They were followed by the collar around his neck. Jonathan knew that the enchantments around his ankles were only shortly behind.

      Leland gasped.

      “That is better,” Heziah said. “Now, do you think your little enchantments are going to be enough against me?”

      With that, a blast of power caught Jonathan in the chest, tossing him into the room.
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      Jonathan rolled to his feet, hurriedly reaching into his pouch, and grabbed for a handful of enchantments. He readied them, activating them and placing them on the threshold of the doorway. Leland looked over at him, eyes wide. He’d been knocked into the room as well but wasn’t injured, as far as Jonathan could tell.

      “He got free?”

      “He got free,” Jonathan said. “But don’t worry.”

      “How am I supposed not to worry? The last time we dealt with him, he overpowered us, and you had enchantments. This is a sorcerer—well, he’s more than just a sorcerer. And he’s already proven that he can deal with us far too easily, Jonathan. I don’t like this.”

      “Do you think I wasn’t prepared for this?”

      Heziah stomped over to the open door, and Jonathan could see the power swirling around him. Jonathan’s connection to that ability seemed to have shifted, to the point where now he could see magic quite clearly. He wondered why that would be.

      Heziah traced a tight pattern with his finger, which Jonathan could scarcely follow. There was a swirling of color that radiated from his fingertips. “Look at you, Jonathan Aguelon, so reliant upon these enchantments. How long do you think these will hold?”

      Jonathan glanced down. Most of them were explosive enchantments. If they were tricked or tripped the wrong way, they would shatter in Heziah’s face, which was what Jonathan wanted at this point. He also knew they would delay Heziah.

      “See what else is here,” Jonathan said, not turning to Leland.

      “What?”

      “Just see what else is here.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He brought us here for a reason. It’s more than just some cache of El’aras enchantments. And my sister came here as well.”

      “I don’t understand, Jonathan,” Leland said.

      Jonathan turned back, locking eyes with Leland. “I expected he would escape at some point, and I sent Matthew and Elizabeth off to prepare for that eventuality. We just need to buy time before they get behind him.”

      “But even if they do, we aren’t strong enough to overpower Heziah.”

      “Do you think I haven’t planned for the possibility that he would break free of those enchantments?”

      Leland sighed and turned away, muttering to himself. Jonathan ignored him. He turned his attention to Heziah, who was still tracing the pattern with his fingernail, as if trying to etch the enchantments into the air.

      Jonathan glanced down. “You’ve undoubtedly been able to tell what kinds of enchantments I have here.”

      “Reasonably competent ones. You must have hired a new sorcerer.”

      “Oh, I didn’t hire anybody. These are directly from the Society.” Jonathan caught Heziah’s gaze. “What? You didn’t think that I had connections in the Society? After what you tried to coerce us into doing the last time, we figured it would make sense to coordinate a burgeoning rapport with others within the Society.”

      It wasn’t true, but it was true enough, and if nothing else, it gave Heziah a moment of pause. That was all Jonathan needed.

      Heziah started to smile. “You think to con me? We’ve already seen that you aren’t nearly as competent at that as you think you are, Aguelon. Unfortunately, you might have managed to surprise me here, but it’s only a matter of time before I get inside.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of what this will help me with.”

      “And what is that?”

      Heziah started to grin. “Oh, I have no interest in telling you.”

      “It’s power. I know that much, but why do you think that you can use this place to get to the kind of power that you think you can have?”

      “Because of your sister, Aguelon.”

      Jayna? Now he was confused, though he tried to keep that from his face, not wanting Heziah to know.

      “Oh, yes. I’m well aware of what she was chasing. And I’m also aware of how foolish it was for her to come to a place like this with the kind of power that she possesses, unprepared for the reality that exists here.”

      “And what kind of reality exists here?”

      “Why, the kind of power that can destroy even one such as her.”

      Jonathan took a moment to process that, trying to think through what it meant. Could Jayna be trapped here? All of this had been so that Jonathan could find what had happened to his sister, but he hadn’t expected to actually find her here. This was a step along the journey, from everything that he had come to believe.

      “I still don’t believe you’re telling us the truth.”

      Heziah shrugged. “And I don’t care what you believe.”

      Heziah twisted his fingertips, forming something like a figure eight, and then he drove his first two fingers into the space in which he had just created the pattern. There was a shimmering, much like there had been often of late, and then the pattern dispersed, sweeping outward, and then settled downward, forming a layer over the floor itself.

      As soon as it did, Jonathan felt a distinct popping of power. It seemed to come from the enchantments, as each of them was activated and then deactivated. It happened so quickly that Jonathan could not react.

      Heziah stood for a moment. “Not so difficult after all. And here I imagine you thought that would be far more challenging for me.”

      “Well, I was hoping that it might be, but next time, I won’t give you quite as much time to react.”

      “Next time? What makes you think I will permit you a next time?”

      Heziah brought both hands up and then pushed.

      Jonathan was slammed back, thrown against the wall, where he was held suspended in the air. He couldn’t see anything other than Heziah, who took a step toward him, moving carefully and slowly, as if completely unconcerned about the possibility of Jonathan doing anything to him. And at this point, Jonathan wasn’t sure that he would be able to do anything to him. He was held in place, and the power that was holding him was considerable. He tried to kick as Heziah got close to him, but even that didn’t work.

      Heziah looked up at him. “You have been a pain for far too long, Aguelon. I’m going to let you die here. Along with the rest of your team. And then I’m going to grab the scepter and the shield, and I’m going to activate them here, where they were created. And…” He smiled tightly before glancing around. “What are you doing over there?”

      There was a tight yelp from Leland, and then he was suspended next to Jonathan. He hung helplessly, and his head bobbed forward.

      “Is this part of your plan?” Leland asked.

      Heziah smirked at Jonathan. “Well, Aguelon? Is this a part of your plan? I must admit that I’m curious.”

      “You still need him,” Jonathan said. “To get into wherever you plan to go, you’re going to need Leland.”

      “Oh, I’m well aware that I might need him. But him I can deal with. You are annoyingly troublesome, so perhaps I’ll just end you here.”

      “End me? You were never much of a killer, Heziah.”

      “You know nothing about me.”

      “Oh, I have a pretty good idea about you. It’s not like you’re so difficult to read. A sorcerer who’s chasing after power he shouldn’t have. Something happened to your mentor. Perhaps he abandoned you, but I’m starting to wonder if he died during some of the various attacks that I’ve heard have taken place throughout the city over the last few months. And maybe those attacks are tied to something my sister did.” Jonathan watched Heziah, trying to gauge his reaction. There was a slight twitch at his eyes. “There it is. My sister. You’re afraid of her. More than you let on.”

      “I know better than to openly challenge her.”

      “Really? So you coming here is you not openly challenging her?”

      “What makes you think that I need to deal with her here?”

      “All of this is about you finding power. Or stealing it. Not wealth.”

      “Some of us are after grander schemes than simply money,” Heziah said.

      “And some of us just want the money,” Jonathan said.

      “Unfortunately, you won’t—”

      Heziah’s eyes widened. A blade had slipped through his belly, and he dropped.

      Matthew stood behind him. His sword glowed softly. Jonathan had not seen it doing that before. Elizabeth was there, though he only saw her as shimmers of color, as if she was trying to shield herself. Maybe she had been shielding both of them, and whatever she had done to conceal them had faded the moment that Matthew had stabbed Heziah.

      “You knew about this?” Elizabeth snapped, striding over to Jonathan.

      “I need to get down,” he said.

      “I think you should stay right there until you tell me,” Elizabeth said.

      “I didn’t know.” He looked over at Matthew, who crouched down next to Heziah and then wiped his blade clean before sheathing it. “But we both suspected. It’s why I had you split off. I figured that we would have a better chance of dealing with him if we were separated.”

      “Dealing with him?” Leland dropped to the floor, followed by Jonathan. Heziah’s magic was fading quickly. “We didn’t really deal with him, did we? He surprised us, and we were both nearly killed.”

      “Well, more me than you,” Jonathan said. “Heziah was far more interested in removing me, as he still needed you.” He looked down at Heziah. Blood stained the stone floor. “Besides, I needed to know what he was after, and what more he knew about my sister, and this was my way of getting that information.”

      “So all of this was some way to manipulate Heziah into sharing what he knew?” Elizabeth asked. “I don’t really like that.”

      “Well, it was necessary. Unfortunately.”

      Jonathan looked over at Matthew.

      Matthew straightened, and he looked around. “There’s another door here, right?”

      “Another door. Elizabeth, can you show us the map once again?”

      She looked down at Heziah, and then she nodded, pulling the actual scepter and shield from where she’d hidden them within a facade. She positioned them so that they were set one atop the other, and Jonathan frowned at them.

      “Well?” he asked, looking over at Matthew. “Do you notice anything here?”

      “There was a map on them initially. I can’t tell if there is one now, but it seems to me that there is something here.”

      Elizabeth turned, and she sent the facade spinning. “I don’t see anything.”

      “I was almost through the doorway,” Leland said.

      “Almost?” Jonathan said.

      “Well, it wasn’t as difficult as the other one was. This is like an antechamber. They have something like this at the Society House. Don’t you remember?”

      Jonathan did remember. They had dealt with something like this, though without the same measure of protection. And he knew that the Society House was an ancient El’aras building. There were several of them throughout the capital.

      Leland headed over to the door, and he began to work.

      “I can’t say that I’m disappointed he’s gone,” Matthew said. “He was going to kill us, anyway.”

      “Heziah wouldn’t have killed us, would he?” Leland said.

      “You were captured by him. What do you think he was going to do with you?” Matthew asked.

      “I guess I didn’t expect that.”

      Leland forced the door open. When he did, it came with a soft surge of air, and darkness greeted them. Even with Jonathan’s enchantment, he couldn’t penetrate the darkness. That didn’t surprise him that much, as he suspected that whatever was up ahead was somehow tied to El’aras power and would likely mitigate any enchantment—or sorcery—so that he couldn’t see it.

      “Well?” he asked, looking over at Matthew. “Do you want to take the lead?”

      “Why don’t we stick together this time?” Elizabeth asked.

      “We will.”

      They stepped forward, Jonathan following Matthew, with Leland and Elizabeth right behind him. Once they were through, Leland hesitated, then turned back and pressed his hand up against the door. It closed. He twisted, and it formed something like a lock.

      When Jonathan frowned at him, Leland shrugged. “We can’t be too certain here.”

      “About what?”

      “About whether Heziah has anybody else working with him.”

      “I think that he doesn’t work with anyone,” Elizabeth said. “He might have people working under him, but he’s too arrogant to work with someone.”

      They turned away and headed along the narrow stone hallway. Jonathan couldn’t see much other than the darkness, but he moved into the hallway, Matthew alongside him, and Jonathan realized that the glowing from his sword pushed back some of the darkness.

      “Has it ever done that for you before?” Jonathan asked.

      “Not like this,” Matthew said. “And I’m not sure why it would suddenly start.”

      “Maybe it likes you.” Elizabeth shrugged. “If it’s an enchantment, it might be connecting to you.”

      Jonathan thought about what Heziah had said about enchantments. Maybe there was something more to it. He didn’t know, and he wasn’t exactly sure that it mattered at this point.

      “There’s another door up ahead,” Matthew said, pointing.

      “Leland?”

      Leland started forward, and he reached the door before pausing. “Complicated,” he muttered. “And I thought that the one letting us into that antechamber was hard. I don’t know about this one, Jonathan. There has to be thirty or more locking points on this. I did the other one, but I don’t know if I can handle this one.”

      “I’m sure that you can,” Jonathan said. “You just have to focus on it. Concentrate on the door, on what you can feel, and push through it.”

      Leland nodded to himself. He began to mutter, and Jonathan ignored him.

      “I don’t know that we need to come through here,” Matthew said. “Even if there is some sort of store of El’aras artifacts, I don’t know that we need to risk ourselves getting in there. If we get in and something happens such that we can’t get out, or if there is some sort of El’aras trap that is designed to hold us… I don’t want to get stuck here and die.”

      “I know,” Jonathan said. “But it’s not about getting us in.”

      Matthew frowned at him. “If it’s not that, then what is it?”

      “It’s about getting my sister out.”

      Matthew’s brow furrowed. “Jayna?”

      “Heziah mentioned something. It was when we were questioning him. I began to suspect that this was about more than just El’aras enchantments. It’s about some sort of power. Jayna wouldn’t have gone after simple enchantments. Not given what we know about her, right?”

      Matthew frowned. “Because you think she’s powerful enough that she wouldn’t need that boost.”

      “Exactly. So it doesn’t have to do with some El’aras trove of power. And even Heziah probably wouldn’t care about El’aras enchantments. When that trunk of El’aras enchantments was present in the city, he didn’t know, or even if he did, he didn’t necessarily care. This is why I wondered if there was something else and some other reason for him to come after it. This is Heziah, after all. What do we know about him?”

      “That he’s a manipulative bastard, and he’s after whatever he thinks he might be able to use to protect himself.”

      Jonathan nodded and tapped on his head. “He plans things. He’s after power. And whatever is here has to be powerful. Think about what we know about him. He’s been acting on his own—at least, as much as we can tell. He wasn’t rescued from the prison. We had to get him out. Somebody else went there for a different reason, but they did it because they thought that he was responsible for something.” Jonathan threw his hands up, shrugging. “I don’t really know. But it wasn’t about rescuing him. It was about stopping him.”

      “So they needed to stop him from doing something.”

      “Exactly. I don’t know what it was, but it seems that there was something he was after that he was kept from. And if he’s working alone, the only thing I can think of is that he’s looking for even more power. And he sort of alluded to that.”

      “What happens when we get inside there?” Matthew asked.

      “I don’t know. But if Heziah was after this, because he was after the scepter and the shield, I’m left wondering if Jayna was doing the same thing.”

      “I thought your sister wasn’t after power.”

      “I didn’t think so. I might be wrong.”

      “Leland?”

      “I’m close,” he said. “Each of these is managing to hold when I press it out of the way. I am actually somewhat surprised by that.”

      “Good. Now we just have to—” Jonathan started.

      A burst of power exploded behind Jonathan, and he spun. He immediately tossed a fistful of enchantments, triggering them all at one time. There was a series of explosions that popped one after another.

      “Sorcery,” Jonathan explained when Matthew looked over at him.

      Matthew’s sword came unsheathed.

      “Well?” Jonathan said.

      “What do you think it is?”

      “Aguelon,” a voice said in answer. It sounded weak, hoarse, but it was still definitely Heziah. “Did you think that I could be killed so easily?”

      “I was kind of hoping you could,” Jonathan said. He looked at the others with him. “Any thoughts?”

      “Not so many,” Matthew said. “I might be able to move in there, but I need to be careful so that I don’t reveal my connection to the El’aras. Obviously, I’m the danger here.”

      “Let me try,” Elizabeth said.

      She stepped forward before either of them could object, and with a swirling of color—something new for her—she immediately placed a facade. “I don’t know if this is going to hold, but I’m trying something that I saw at the Society House. After we were at the Society House, I started practicing on creating something like their facade. Well, it has elements of a facade, but this is more like a solidified facade. Sort of like what I did with Matthew.” She shrugged, and she turned her attention back to what she was doing. “I can hold it, but I don’t know how long I can maintain it. It’s going to be a challenge.”

      “Can Heziah break through?”

      “This is Heziah,” Elizabeth said. “How quickly did he overpower you?”

      “Pretty fast,” Jonathan said.

      “Too fast,” Leland said. “And only a few more.”

      Elizabeth focused. “I’m doing this. You be ready.”

      “Well,” Jonathan said, “if we can get into the door, and if I’m right, we can get to my sister, save her, and she can help.”

      “And if she can’t?”

      “Then we might have to fight Heziah.”

      “Great. I might be able to trap him inside of a facade, but I don’t know if I’m going to be able to do that for very long. Even injured, he’s strong.”

      “Almost there,” Leland said.

      Jonathan set a series of enchantments down on the floor inside the facade that Elizabeth had placed, and he looked up at Matthew. His eyes were tight with a look of resignation. They had to deal with Heziah, but even if they managed to do that, they still had to escape the fortress. It wasn’t going to be easy.

      Jonathan turned back, feeling helpless.

      Here he had thought that he could use Heziah, overpower him, and outwit him, but he hadn’t prepared for the possibility that Heziah would not even be killable. What kind of power was that?

      He had to hope his sister could help, which felt awful. This was something that he should do on his own, and he should not need his sister.

      “I got it,” Leland said.

      He pushed, and there was a surge of power, a swirling of color around his hands, but only around his hands, and then the door came open. It recessed back a few inches before it split down the middle, some invisible seam forming, and the door slid off to either side.

      There was a circular room on the other side. It was dimly lit and low-ceilinged. The only thing that Jonathan could see inside the room was a figure lying in the middle of it. Motionless.

      Despite the dimness, Jonathan recognized his sister. The pale glow of Matthew’s sword illuminated the inside of the room, and he noticed his sister’s distinct red hair spilling out and around her. He couldn’t even tell if she was alive.

      “Jayna?” he whispered.

      He may have found his sister, but she was in no condition to help them escape.
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      Jonathan had started forward when Matthew caught his wrist, spinning around with a speed that Jonathan had not expected him to have. He shot Jonathan a hard look.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Matthew demanded.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe think about where you’re going and what we know about it.”

      Jonathan looked inside the room, where his sister was lying motionless. The only thing that he could think of was getting in there and getting to Jayna and offering her the help she needed. He looked at Matthew, a pleading look in his eyes.

      Matthew just held his gaze for a long moment. “I understand. I know what you think you need to do, and I understand why you think you need to do it, but you don’t.”

      “I could get there, and I could—”

      “You could get trapped. All we know about that room is that it has some means of holding somebody with power. Your sister has power. Given what we know about the El’aras and sorcerers, it’s probably about trapping sorcery.”

      “Then you go in there.”

      Matthew frowned for a long moment before he shook his head. “We have to find a different way to deal with this and Heziah. Me going in there, risking myself, isn’t going to make the difference.”

      “You’re the only one who doesn’t have some sort of sorcery.”

      Jonathan did not like the idea of acknowledging the fact that he might have some connection to sorcery, but there was no denying it. At this point, the only thing he could think about was that he must have some connection to sorcery, regardless of how he felt about that power, and regardless of what it might mean for him. And as he looked at Matthew, he beheld his friend nodding slowly.

      Matthew reached for the hilt of his sword. “We don’t know if it’s going to trap me because I am descended from the wrong El’aras.”

      “Maybe, but if anybody can get in there and get to my sister, it’s you. I need this.”

      Matthew looked back. “I will do what I can, but I don’t make any guarantees that it’s going to work.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Have Elizabeth remove your facade.”

      Matthew frowned, and then he glanced over at Elizabeth. “I need you to remove my facade, because I’m going to be the one who gets to test whether or not someone is going to be destroyed by stepping through into whatever is in here,” he said, waving his hand toward the room.

      Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder and frowned, looking at the room for a long moment before she turned her attention back to the barricade of facade power that she was holding on to. “It’s done.”

      Matthew frowned, looking down at himself, and Jonathan snorted.

      “She’s really pretty good,” Jonathan said.

      “Pretty good?” Matthew asked, arching a brow. “I would venture to say that she is exceptionally good. She has proven that she is far more skilled than we have given her credit for.”

      “Well, maybe more than you have given her credit for. I’ve always given her credit for her skill.”

      Matthew ran his hands along his jacket. “She changed the color of my clothes.”

      “I made them nicer,” Elizabeth called back.

      “Did you hear that? She made them nicer,” Jonathan said.

      “She changed my face,” Matthew said.

      “She said she made you better-looking.”

      Matthew frowned. “It felt strange.”

      “That she was able to change you?”

      “Well, that, but also that I didn’t like it. Do you know how long I’ve spent wishing that I could be something else, that I could look like something else? I might be the only one who knows that I am descended from the El’aras, but that doesn’t mean that I want to be like them. Or that I want to look like them. And for a moment, I allowed myself to think about what it might be like if she were to hold that facade over me. I could be something else.”

      “But you wouldn’t be who you are. Be yourself. And use that part of you that is connected to this power, and go get my sister.”

      Matthew darted away. As soon as he stepped across the threshold into the strange room, Jonathan felt a surge of power. He turned to Elizabeth.

      “Heziah’s getting closer,” she said. “I can feel him starting to press through this, and I won’t be able to keep him out much longer.”

      Jonathan focused on what he could feel, and he could see the way that Heziah had started to carve into the facade. “We don’t have much time,” Jonathan said. “I can’t see what’s happening, but I can feel power coming.”

      “Great. You can tell. And I can tell you that I don’t know how much longer I will be able to hold on to this. I need to let go. It’s getting too hard to maintain.”

      Jonathan reached into his satchel, and he realized he was out of his usual enchantments. He had brought quite a few, but getting to the fortress, and then dealing with Heziah, had taken all of those enchantments, to the point where he now had none remaining.

      One thing that he had left was the strange enchantment that the woman in the shop had given him. He pulled it out of his pocket.

      “I don’t think that’s going to work,” Elizabeth said. “And unless you have something more devastating…”

      “Just this,” he said. “I don’t know what it is, but there are three different patterns on it.”

      “Let me look,” Leland said.

      Jonathan handed it to him.

      Then Elizabeth’s facade fell. It happened with a burst, and she staggered back. Leland caught her, holding her upright.

      Heziah stood across from them. He had one hand over his belly, and there was dried blood staining his clothes. His eyes were drawn and almost haunted, but there was an angry rage in them that Jonathan had never seen from Heziah before. He had always been irritable, and as he had come to learn about his power, he had become devastatingly powerful, but this was something else. This was a wild and nearly overwhelming sorcerer who came at them filled with an angry and violent power.

      “It is time to stop playing games,” Heziah said.

      “I don’t know why you want to get in there. There’s nothing there.”

      Heziah flicked his gaze past them, toward the door. His smile broadened. “She’s a fool.”

      Jonathan didn’t dare turn. He feared what Heziah might do if he were to do so. They still had the enchantments that he had layered in front of the facade, but those were unlikely to be of much use.

      “I saved my most powerful enchantments,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah looked down. “Do you think that I can’t tell what these are? How much of a fool do you think I am?”

      “A big one,” Elizabeth said. “A big, dumb, mean—”

      Heziah whipped his hand up, and a band of pale blue energy shot out of his fingertips, streaking toward her. Elizabeth pressed her hands up, and she formed a facade in front of her, as if she were trying to make herself invisible, but it thickened and solidified briefly enough that it deflected some of the power.

      “You have some talent,” Heziah said. “I must acknowledge that. All of you do. Perhaps the Society has misjudged those like her, and him.” He waved his hand toward Elizabeth and Leland. “But unfortunately, you aren’t going to leave here to demonstrate it.” He pointed his hand at one of the enchantments. “I will take my time, and I will make sure that your friend does not have an opportunity to stick his pointy blade into me again.” He coughed. “Thankfully, I have made preparations for such possibilities.”

      Jonathan wondered what sort of preparations he had made and how he might be able to counter them. He doubted that he was going to end up on the losing end of the blade. More likely than not, he was going to end up with a burst of magic shoved down his throat to suffocate him.

      When Heziah came toward him, Jonathan backed toward the room.

      “Matthew?”

      “Just a minute,” Matthew said. “I’m not able to move her.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You need to work quickly. See if you can wake her up.”

      Heziah started to laugh. “Wake her up? She did exactly what she needed to do. That room is drawing on the connection she made.”

      “What do you mean, it’s drawing on it?”

      “She’s like me.” He shrugged. “And not nearly powerful enough to withstand anything greater. That chamber was designed to hold somebody with even more power.”

      Now Jonathan did look back.

      More powerful than a Toral. Which meant the room was designed to hold a Sul’toral.

      And Jayna was inside it. She was powerful—he had learned that, even though he didn’t know just how powerful she was or how she had gained that power—but she was no Sul’toral.

      When Jonathan turned back to Heziah, he found him smiling.

      “And unless she knows a specific sequence with the scepter and the shield, she’s not going to be able to draw their power out and into herself. Thankfully, I know those secrets.”

      Jonathan backed away, but he couldn’t go too much farther. Elizabeth and Leland were there, both of them staying close to him. Leland was holding on to the ring enchantment, and he was leaning close to Elizabeth, whispering something to her. Jonathan had no idea what it was, only that he was aware of the two of them using their connection, and he wondered why they would do so right now and what they might be able to do. Elizabeth had already proven that she wasn’t able to hold on to her facade long enough or make it powerful enough to withstand Heziah. And he had no idea what Leland might be able to do against somebody like Heziah. Maybe if he had enough time, Leland would be able to counter Heziah’s power, and he might be able to twist it and turn that magic into something that he could free himself from, but even that wasn’t guaranteed.

      “I think it might be best if I push you in there to join her. Wouldn’t that be sweet, to have two Aguelon siblings drained at the same time? The two of you could perish together, much like your parents did.” He grinned. “And poor Jayna. She’s searched for answers about what happened to them for so long, which brought her here. A daughter wanting answers as to what happened to her parents, and unfortunately, not finding anything to help her understand.” Heziah grinned. “I think it’s sweet, don’t you?”

      “We just need a few more moments,” Elizabeth said.

      “A few more moments for what?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But Leland thinks he has something figured out.”

      Delay Heziah.

      Then again, Jonathan had tried to delay Heziah enough times now that he wasn’t even sure that it would work. Heziah had proven that he was too clever, and too cruel, for them.

      “Now,” Heziah said, “what I would like you to do is watch as I remove the last of your little protections. And you can see what kind of power a man like me is able to accumulate.” He waved his hand, and there was a crackling of translucent energy that formed a layer over the other enchantments that Jonathan had placed, and he felt it as each of them was quickly extinguished.

      Heziah took a step forward, but then a burst of power slammed into him. He spun, turning to face whatever was coming down the hallway.

      Jonathan couldn’t see what it was. Not El’aras.

      He felt it. It felt like sorcery—or an enchantment.

      “Jonathan,” Elizabeth said. “Quick. Leland and I don’t know what this does, but it seems to be drawing upon each of our connections. I can place a facade on it, and I can feel it starting to take hold, and Leland is doing something, and it feels like there’s a lock forming. What you need to do is—”

      “I see,” he said. “Somehow activate it?”

      “Well, I was going to say put your own magic into it. Three different kinds of power… or connections.”

      Jonathan looked at the enchantment. The ring had drawn him in more than any other enchantment, and it had been ever since he had acquired it that he had started to see magic differently. He wondered if this enchantment was why. He grabbed it and focused. How could he control his connection?

      Jonathan had never believed that he had magic. He had always thought that he had the ability to detect magic and had come to suspect that this was on the spectrum of magical powers, though detecting magic was a fairly limited ability. It had been useful when dealing with sorcerers and enchanters, and for knowing whether there was power being used around him, but in this case, he wasn’t entirely sure that it would help him with anything.

      He focused. And as he did, he saw a swirling around the enchantment, and he pressed on that. As soon as he did, energy rippled out from it. He sucked in a sharp breath.

      Heziah turned toward them, and he whipped his hands in a violent pattern. Light exploded from him.

      Jonathan pushed out with the enchantment. It seemed to absorb the power that Heziah held. Heziah’s eyes widened.

      Jonathan snorted. “How about that?”

      “Where did you find that?”

      “So you know what it is?” Jonathan said. He held on to Elizabeth’s and Leland’s hands, and he could feel both of them still putting power into the enchantment, but it was also drawing power out of Heziah somehow. Strangely, that energy began to build. “I’m not even sure what it is, but an enchanter offered it to me. She thought I might find it useful. It’s taken us until now to figure out what it is and how to use it.”

      When Heziah whipped his hands up again, power exploded from him once more, but the enchantment pulled that power in. Surprisingly, it did something else. It held that power.

      Jonathan could feel that energy building within the enchantment, which was a strange thing for him to be aware of, but stranger still was how he could feel that energy being drawn off Heziah.

      “What should we do?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Well, I think we keep holding on to this,” Jonathan said.

      “It’s trying to get me to form a lock,” Leland said. “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t understand it, either,” Jonathan said.

      The only thing he could realize was that this enchantment seemed to be tied to the different kinds of connections that the three of them had. It was meant for all of them to use, but it was useful in a way that Jonathan had never even considered before. It could draw off power, and it trapped it.

      And Heziah seemed to realize just what it was doing. He struggled against them, energy crackling. Jonathan took a step toward Heziah.

      Heziah raged and started to turn, but something struck him in the back.

      He staggered forward.

      Jonathan pushed Elizabeth and Leland off to the side, all still holding on to the enchantment, and let Heziah go stumbling past them.

      A cloaked figure standing in the hallway, holding another enchantment in hand. They had targeted Heziah. He would have to figure that out later, much like he’d have to figure out why somebody was there and helping them, but for now, it didn’t matter. The only thing that really mattered was that he had to take on Heziah… and then do what?

      “Matthew?”

      “I’m still working!” Matthew shouted.

      “What if we send another person in there?”

      “If you send another in here, we are going to have to deal with another person who’s stuck. I don’t know how to break her out.”

      Jonathan glanced at the others. “What if we send another sorcerer in there?”

      He didn’t give Matthew a chance to finish. He looked at Heziah and then nodded. Elizabeth and Leland seem to understand. They charged forward. Heziah staggered away from them, as if afraid of the power that the enchantment was siphoning off him.

      And then he stepped into the room.

      Heziah crumpled. Matthew reacted, scooping Jayna off the floor, and then darted toward the doorway. Heziah tried to create a pattern, and power built from him. Jonathan raised the enchantment and then tried something else. He took it from Elizabeth and Leland and tossed it into the room. It began to crackle, and power was drawn down toward it. Heziah’s power. He collapsed, energy crackling around him and flowing down into the enchantment, dissipating.

      Heziah looked up at them, and there was a dark expression in his eyes. “You won’t get your answers this way,” he said.

      “Answers to what?”

      “To the questions your sister has.”

      Jonathan looked down at his sister, who hadn’t moved. She looked thin and weak, her red hair somehow diminished. But it was still Jayna. She lived. “I think I’d rather have her alive. Besides, you got what you want. You ended up where you wanted to be. This is it, isn’t it? You wanted to be in this chamber, because you thought that you could use it to draw some great power. But you needed somebody else to draw from. You were trying to use my sister. You manipulated her, so I have to give you credit. She’s one of the smartest people I know, so for you to be able to manipulate her tells me that you must be clever as well.” Jonathan held one hand on the door, and he watched Heziah before starting to swing it closed. He could already tell that Heziah was sinking, fading. How much longer before he collapsed altogether? “You should know, though, I’m pretty clever when I want to be, too. And when it has to do with my sister…”

      “It won’t hold me.”

      Heziah raised his hand, and he flicked his wrist. Power built, a blurring of color, but then it was suctioned down into the enchantment and then out into the room itself. Strange. It was as if they were meant to work together. Or maybe they were not, and it was just that the power that the enchantment had drained off Heziah had weakened him enough that it made it easier for the room to trap him. Whatever the case, Jonathan didn’t care. He watched Heziah as he closed the door.

      Before closing it all the way, Jonathan leaned forward. “I really am sorry about this. I wish that you could have found a different way.”

      And then he closed the door, feeling it seal shut. Leland quickly pressed his hands together and began to twist them. There was a blurring of color and movement, and then Jonathan felt it as some lock began to form, taking hold.

      “It’s done,” Leland said. “He’s trapped.”

      “We’re just going to leave him there?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I did try to kill him back there,” Matthew said, setting Jayna on the floor. “So this is not that much different. Besides, it’s a good thing that he attacked. Otherwise, I don’t know if we would’ve gotten Jayna out. That room was tied to some sort of power. And it seemed as if Heziah knew it, and…”

      “Toral power,” Jonathan said. “Which it seems my sister has.”

      “Wait,” Elizabeth began. “Your sister is like Heziah?”

      Jonathan crouched down across from Jayna, looking at her. “I would never have thought so, but maybe she is. Thank you, by the way,” he said without looking up. “I don’t know if we could have done it without your help.”

      “You’re welcome,” Erica said, approaching. She pulled the hood of her cloak down. “Now, do I qualify for your team, or am I still not good enough?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      They reached the entrance to the fortress, and Elizabeth held a facade over them. She claimed that it was not as strong as it normally would be, but Jonathan wondered if that were true. At this point, he didn’t know how powerful Elizabeth might be. Strong enough to deal with a sorcerer, however briefly. That indicated significant strength.

      As soon as they stepped outside, Matthew unsheathed his blade.

      “That will not be necessary,” a voice said.

      “What’s going on?” Jonathan whispered.

      “El’aras,” Matthew said.

      “How many?”

      “Don’t you have an enchantment that can help you keep track?”

      “Well, that enchantment is tied to sorcery, or a form of it, so I doubt that it will let me see everything quite as well as I’d like. So… no.”

      Matthew swept his gaze around. “I see half a dozen, which means there are probably a few more that I don’t see.” He kept his voice soft, but everything in his posture was on edge. “I can’t handle that many. And I suspect you are out of enchantments.”

      “Pretty much,” Jonathan said. He glanced over at Erica, who trailed behind them.

      “I didn’t bring many,” she said. “Only enough to get here. You’re hard to track.”

      Under other circumstances, Jonathan probably would have laughed. He was hard to track, or he should have been. The fact that Erica had found him still surprised him, and impressed him, although he wasn’t willing to acknowledge that. But now she was going to be captured like the rest of them, and they were going to be stuck facing whatever was coming at them.

      Jonathan glanced back at the fortress before turning his attention ahead of him. He started piecing together what he had seen. El’aras enchantments in the city. An enchantment that was meant to get to him. At least, that was the way that it seemed. The scepter. The shield. And through it all was Heziah.

      He didn’t know how much of this Heziah had done himself, but Jonathan had started to suspect that the El’aras were not here to harm them.

      He looked over at Matthew. “Hold on to Jayna.”

      “Jonathan…”

      He shook his head. “They don’t want to hurt us. At least, I don’t think so. And if they do, it might be better just to get it over with.” He flashed a grin.

      Jonathan started forward and was a little surprised when the others came with him.

      “We aren’t separating,” Leland said.

      They reached a small grassy clearing outside the fortress. The El’aras blended into the grass, with the hoods of their cloaks practically concealing them. Had Jonathan not known that they were there, he might not have even seen them. As it was, he didn’t see the six that Matthew claimed were there.

      “That’s far enough,” one of the El’aras said.

      Jonathan paused. “My name is Jonathan Aguelon,” he started. “We don’t intend—”

      “We know who you are,” the El’aras said, taking a step forward.

      The man was tall and had a muscular build and dark brown hair that hung loose down to his shoulders. He was carrying a sword, but he had the tip angled downward. There was something in his posture that suggested to Jonathan that it would take barely a thought for him to whip the blade up and attack.

      “Good. If you know who I am, then we don’t have to take so much time with this.”

      “We just want her,” he said, pointing to Jayna.

      Jonathan shook his head. “I’m not letting you have my sister.”

      “It’s not a discussion.”

      Several El’aras surged forward, and Elizabeth surprised Jonathan.

      She immediately placed a facade in front of him, and it created a low wall colored with just a hint of green so that Jonathan could see it, and she solidified it. He didn’t expect it to hold against the El’aras, and he was astonished when they bumped into it and could go no farther.

      Maybe all her practice working through the El’aras enchantments had strengthened her so much that she could hold it against even the El’aras. He didn’t know how long she’d be able to hold it, but hopefully, it would be long enough that Jayna would wake up and help them.

      “This does not have to be difficult,” the El’aras said.

      “Well, seeing as how you want my sister, and I just managed to break her out of whatever sorcery trap you had for her, I don’t think that I’m going to let you have her.” He glanced back toward the fortress before turning his attention back to the El’aras. “Besides, you have another Toral you can torment. Heziah is trapped inside. I don’t know how much longer he’s going to last, as I don’t know what is going to happen to somebody like him when the magic starts to drain out of him, especially with a sword wound through his gut, but you can do whatever you like with him.”

      The man flicked his gaze to two on either side of him, who quickly slipped away.

      It made the odds only marginally better.

      They were in no shape to fight. Jonathan didn’t want to fight, either. At this point, the only thing that he really wanted to do was get some rest. And he wasn’t sure that he would be able to do that.

      “Jonathan,” a weak voice said.

      He whipped his head around. “Jayna?”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I’m not letting them have you. We just got you back.”

      “No,” Jayna whispered. “It’s okay… with me.”

      Jonathan frowned. He looked over at the El’aras. “They’re with you?”

      She nodded. “Knew the dangers. Needed to get there. It’s the only way.”

      “The only way for what?”

      “For me to do what I need to do.”

      “I don’t understand. Your friend Char is worried about you.”

      “He’s always worried about me, especially when he can’t follow me. And in this case, if he had followed, he would have died.”

      Jonathan took his sister’s hand, and he looked at her. Her strength seemed to be returning, but it was slow. She sat up, looked at Matthew, and then wiggled out of Jonathan’s grasp to stand on her own. She wobbled for a moment before turning to Jonathan.

      “You know, you nearly died,” Jonathan said. “Heziah—”

      “Is cleverer than I gave him credit for. That was my mistake.”

      “So all of this was what?”

      “My way of preparing, Jonathan. Things are starting to change in the world, and those of us with power have to be ready.”

      “You mean the Toral.”

      She smiled. When she did, there was no sign of the young girl that she had once been, the little sister that he remembered. In that smile was a confidence that belied the difference in their ages. She was somebody else now. A powerful sorcerer. A Toral. Maybe even something more than that.

      “You figured it out. Well, I’m not surprised. And yes, I am—or was—a Toral.”

      “So you served a Sul’toral? You embraced dark magic?” It didn’t make sense. It didn’t fit the sister that he knew.

      “I don’t serve any dark sorcerer. And I’m not a dark sorcerer. In fact, I’ve hunted and chased dark sorcery. I’ve done my best to destroy it, but things are changing enough that I can no longer go on the way that I have, unfortunately. It’s why I risked this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it was necessary. And I hope to protect others from what is coming. I can’t do it without more strength.” She stepped over to the wall that Elizabeth had formed, and she pressed her hand down on it, and in little more than a heartbeat, the wall dissipated. Jayna stepped through, but then the wall sprang back up.

      Elizabeth gasped. She looked over at Jonathan. “Even Heziah couldn’t do that.”

      Jayna turned back. “You’re talented. All of you are. And without you, I would probably have died, just like my big brother said. But now I need to do something else.” She turned to the El’aras. “Let them go. We need to finish this now.” She paused and turned to Matthew. “I need the scepter and the shield, Matthew.”

      “We don’t have them. Just facades,” Jonathan said.

      “We both know that’s not true,” Jayna said.

      Matthew looked at the others arranged behind Jayna. “Why?”

      “Because I can use them for—”

      “Why did you take away memories of whatever I did with you?”

      She nodded. “How much do you remember?”

      “Not much. Just flashes.”

      “Because you weren’t ready. And because when Jonathan came out of prison—though I didn’t know he was in prison until he’d been there a few years—he was going to need his closest friend. If you had known what I had been doing, and what I had become, you wouldn’t have been able to help him the way that he needed. I didn’t do it maliciously, and I didn’t care for it, but it was necessary.” She looked over at the fortress. “Much like what I need to do now. Let Char know that when it’s done, I’ll return to the city and fill him in. I don’t know how long this will take.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to do what Heziah thought he was going to do. I’m going to draw upon the power of this fortress and see if I can pull enough energy that I can become… well, something like a Sul’toral, but not quite. We’ve had enough problems dealing with those who would use that kind of power for darkness. It’s time somebody used it for the right reason.” She tipped her head. “I will find you in Ishan, assuming you stay.”

      She started past, and Jonathan watched her go until she reached the fortress and disappeared inside with the El’aras, leaving him and his team behind.

      “What just happened?” Erica asked.

      Jonathan snorted. “It seems my little sister is a powerful sorcerer, and she has to go inside to draw upon considerable strength for some reason,” he said.

      “So… what?” Elizabeth asked. “Was she using you again?”

      “Again?” Erica asked. “Does this happen often?”

      “Well, the Dragon is clever, except when it comes to his sister,” Elizabeth said, grinning.

      “I don’t think this was her. In fact, I think this was Heziah, though I don’t believe he intended for us to get caught up in it. He was going to follow Jayna, use the scepter and the shield, when he got caught—unfortunately for him.” He snorted. “And here I’ve been trying to figure out who was moving El’aras items into the city. He was. Mostly to draw the attention of my sister and the other El’aras.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Elizabeth said. “Why would the scepter and the shield be brought to the city?”

      “She’s not wrong,” Matthew said. “There’s something else at play here. Something more than what we know. Maybe Heziah helped bring other El’aras items to the city, or perhaps he caught wind of what was happening, but I doubt he was the one responsible for what happened.”

      Jonathan looked over at the fortress. “Whatever happened, it’s done—at least for now. Jayna is going to go and do whatever she needs to do to become a powerful sorcerer—or a more powerful sorcerer. Heziah is finally removed. And now I can get back to what I was doing.”

      “Taking jobs and making lots of money?” Erica asked.

      “If only that was what we were doing,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head. “We’ve got plenty of money now, so he doesn’t even care about that the way that he once did.”

      “What is it, then?” Erica asked.

      Jonathan looked at Matthew. Maybe he needed to be the Dragon a little while longer—at least until another was ready, if that was what she wanted. “First I have to visit a shop owner and make a trade for the enchantment we left behind with Heziah. I’m going to have to find one that is of equivalent value.”

      He had no idea what he would leave but suspected it would have to be something El’aras. Maybe he could take something from the fortress grounds. He didn’t know what he would choose, or whether it would matter at this point. But the enchanter deserved that much at least, as she had provided him with something that had been invaluable to him.

      He started.

      “What?” Matthew asked.

      “The enchanter.”

      “What about her?” Matthew asked.

      “I think she knew more than she was letting on, and perhaps…” The idea that came to him seemed impossible, but given what he knew, it might be the only answer. And there was what Elizabeth had said about a faded facade around it. “Let’s fully activate those flying enchantments.”

      They quickly did and then flew back toward the city. The journey was swift, and they were all quiet, exhausted. Erica rode behind Jonathan, because the enchantment she had used to reach the fortress had been a one-way trip, leaving him to wonder what she would have done if she hadn’t found them. As she pressed up against his back, it was a constant reminder of her presence, but not an annoying one. There was something about Erica that intrigued him, though he had no intention of telling her that. She’d probably find a way of using it against him.

      When they landed on the outskirts of the city, they quickly made their way toward the enchanter’s shop. Jonathan was not surprised when he found the lights were still on, despite the late hour. Matthew looked over, frowning, and the others stayed with him.

      “Here?” Matthew asked.

      “You know it?”

      “No. And that’s strange. I know all shop owners in the city. I make it my business to know.”

      “If my suspicion is right, you’ll know this one.”

      He stepped inside. The air was thick with a spicy fragrance, and dust motes hung in the space. Shelves were filled with enchantments, which immediately drew Elizabeth’s attention, and Leland went with her. Erica and Matthew stayed by him.

      The old woman got up from a stool near the back of the shop and flicked her gaze at the others before settling on Jonathan. “You’ve returned. Do you have something to trade?”

      “I might.” Jonathan regarded the woman. “It was useful. But then, I suspect you knew that it would be, didn’t you… Grayson?”

      Matthew grunted. “What?”

      The woman regarded Jonathan, and then there was a sweep of her hands, working from head to toe, and when she was done, an old, gray-haired man dressed in what looked to be an expensive suit stared at Jonathan. The twinkle in his deep blue eyes was the same one that Jonathan remembered.

      “It’s good to see you again, Dragon.”
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      Sign up for my newsletter to be the first to learn when the Rogues will return!

      

      Don’t miss Jayna’s story in The Dark Sorcerer. And if you enjoy this series, you’ll also enjoy The Chain Breaker, which is set in the same world, along with First of the Blade.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Shielded Past. 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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