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1

THE CONSTANT SQUEEZING tightness of the dragon stone ring caught Jayna’s attention and she flexed her fingers uncomfortably.
When she had first been gifted the pale white stone ring—now infused with a hint of pinkish energy from the blood stone that molded it with—she had not fully understood its potential. All she knew was the ring was a means to a greater power than that of her own sorcery. Although, had she known that the ring would constrict any time there was a threat of dark magic, she wouldn’t have been as eager to take it into her possession.
She looked around. The trees surrounding her were nothing like the trees of Nelar, where she’d been spending most of her time. These were much taller than those, skinnier and spindlier, and stretched high into the air. Their smooth trunks towered overhead before the first branches began to spread and form a canopy, but the leaves were thin and wispy, much like their trunks, and it was difficult for them to block much of anything.
Jayna didn’t see any sign of dark creatures or sorcerers; no sign of anything that might explain the ring’s behavior.
She reached into her pocket and pulled out the enchanted coin that Topher had made for her. She traced her finger along the carefully carved symbol on its surface and activated it with a bit of her own magic. Nothing it changed as she so, but she could still feel the tug of power within the coin.
“I’m just alerting Eva that I felt my ring activate, and I’m searching for dark magic. No need for either of you to be worried. I’m not expecting to find anything, but I promised to tell you both where I was going when I left the city.”
She knew that may have sounded a bit obnoxious on her part, and she probably shouldn’t talk to them like that. They only wanted to ensure her safety, after all. Especially given all that they had been through together. Still, she wasn’t a fan of having to check-in with anyone.
The ring constricted again. A telltale sign of dark sorcery.
It was a different sense than what she detected when Ceran, her Sul’toral connection, summoned her. Though, Ceran had not called on her recently. She wasn’t sure why he’d been so silent, but she was fairly certain that whatever circumstance he was dealing with likely made it difficult for him to reach her. Even so, after what she had accomplished, dealing with the threat of three Sul’toral, she thought she would’ve heard from him by now.
A bit of smoke drifted up ahead.
That could be anything, but her mind immediately went to the Ashara, Eva’s people. She didn’t think there were any Ashara in the area, either permanently or only traveling through, but she didn’t know for sure. It was possible others had come to meet with Eva. Then again, if that were the case, Eva would have known about it, yet she had said nothing.
The Toral ring wouldn’t have constricted were it Eva anyway.
Could there be a dark sorcerer ahead on the path? There hadn’t been any signs of sorcery in the city since she’d put down Melinda’s threat. Jayna wasn’t sure if the quiet was because of what Jayna had done, or because the Society had experienced an upheaval with the loss of the Fates.
Still, if there was dark magic out here, it was her obligation to find it. She had made a commitment to Ceran to ensure that any dangers were dealt with, regardless of where they occurred. And it did provide her with some distraction from her new obligations within the city, ones she’d chosen for herself, thought that didn’t make them any more appealing.
She picked up her pace and focused on the Toral connection. Drawing on that magic would bridge a connection to Ceran and alert him to what she was doing. She didn’t care if Ceran knew she was connecting to him, and there were times when she thought it was beneficial that he know. Truthfully, she hoped that if he noticed she was connecting to her Toral power, he might finally respond and give her a better sense of what he was doing.
The constriction of the ring eased.
Strange.
Typically, the ring reacted when there was either dark magic—indicating a sorcerer—or dark creatures, in which case it would maintain its constriction, and guide her toward the creatures. She was less familiar with what would happen when the ring constricted to indicate a Sul’toral, even though she understood the threat they posed.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
Eva’s voice broke the silence around her, and Jayna froze. She pulled the coin back out of her pocket, held it up to her ear—though she wasn’t sure if it was even necessary to do that—and kept her focus on the smoke. “I don’t suppose you’re out here, are you?”
“I don’t know who ‘out here’ is?” Eva said, a smile evident in her voice. “And no. I’m sitting by the hearth in my cozy little home, having a glass of wine. You could join me, you know.”
“That sounds lovely, but I have to decline. Once I deal with whatever’s out here, I need to get back to the palace. I have a full day ahead of me,” Jayna said, not masking her irritation.
“You have a full day ahead of you because you chose to have a full day ahead of you,” Eva said.
Jayna imagined Eva snorting and leaning toward the fire, drawing in the heat, and wrapping it around her. The Ashara used heat like that, drawing it in, and storing it. At least, that was Jayna’s understanding.
“Whatever,” she said, pushing ahead. “I felt something out here. I don’t know what it is, but I’m looking. Some sort of dark sorcery, though I don’t think there’s anything more than that.”
“You don’t think?” Eva asked.
“I don’t know if it is,” Jayna said.
“At least you gave us some notice this time,” Eva replied.
“There hasn’t been anything for me to chase down since we stopped Melinda. I don’t think you have a whole lot to be concerned about.”
“We just want you safe.” Topher’s voice carried through the enchantment as if he were shouting from behind Eva.
It seemed they were all tucked in for the day, and here she was out searching for dangerous magic. Even if she weren’t out here, she knew what she’d be doing. She’d be dealing with issues in the palace and continuing wither attempts to endear herself to King Lodeth. There were times when he seemed pleased by her presence, but if he was so pleased, why hadn’t he helped her find more information about her brother yet?
“I need to discover what’s out here,” she said, “so the two of you need to stay quiet. If you hear anything, well…I seem to remember hearing something about Ashara changing shapes.”
“Some can,” Eva said, sounding irritated. “I can’t.”
Eva struggled to understand herself and what it meant for her to be one of the Ashara. And while she wanted to help, Jayna wasn’t sure she could offer her any answers. She didn’t know how to help her. There had been a time when Eva had slipped away with an Ashara named Asaran, but when she’d returned, Eva hadn’t understood herself or her powers and better than she had before.
“I got a little smoke up ahead—”
“Smoke?” Eva asked.
“Not you. And not another of the Ashara, I don’t think. You wouldn’t trigger my ring.”
“I wouldn’t. We don’t know if he would.”
Eva wasn’t wrong. Asaran might trigger the ring, depending upon what he was doing. But when he had been active within Nelar, he hadn’t caused her ring to activate, so Jayna was sure he wasn’t who she was detecting.
“I think this is just dark magic.”
“Listen to you,” Eva chided. “Just dark magic. You know, I still remember when you were nervous to face dark sorcery.”
“I still don’t like dark sorcery, but I can handle a sorcerer.”
“Then handle whatever’s out there and come and join us for a nightcap after your busy day is all done,” she said mockingly.
Eva fell silent, and Jayna slipped the coin back into her pocket, thankful for the silence once more. Her Toral ring continued to constrict, yet she didn’t detect anything else from it beyond the sense of what was lay ahead. And it had to be ahead, didn’t it? She wasn’t fully clear on where it was, and what’s more, she wasn’t sure why there would be something out here in what seemed like the middle of nowhere. Perhaps it was out here because the city was nearby? That alone might draw out something dark.
As the spaces between the trees started to widen, Jayna found herself in an open area of land well beyond the borders of the city. She looked back and caught a glimpse of the city, obscured by swirls of smoke that drifted from hundreds of chimneys. By this time of night, Jayna knew the city would be aglow with the light of hundreds of lanterns, sorcery lights, and glowing enchantments.
What she wouldn’t give to have brought an enchantment out here. When she’d felt the constriction of her ring, she’d been circling around the city, and she didn’t expect to be out long enough to lose what little light she had so she hadn’t properly prepared.
All she had was the magic within her, which was more than most people had.
A faint trembling came through the ground. She stopped, crouched down, and began to trace a detection spell. There shouldn’t be anything out here that would cause the ground to tremble, unless there were soldiers coming through. But from what she knew of troop movements—her time serving Lodeth had taught her a thing or two—they wouldn’t be that loud.
And with what she’d felt through the ring…
Dark magic.
She straightened, her detection spell having identified nothing.
A shriek split the air.
She looked up. A massive bird circled overhead. Jayna had never seen anything quite like it before. It looked like a raven, but the thing seemed large enough for her to ride upon. She felt a sense of malevolence from it, but as she focused on it, she didn’t think the bird was the source of the darkness she had detected. There were plenty of strange creatures in the world, and not all of them were dark.
“Better safe than sorry,” she muttered, and hurriedly traced another detection spell, forcing it up and away from her.
She had to widen the spell, something that she wouldn’t have been capable of a few weeks ago, but her time studying spell books in the palace had helped her understand how to modify spells, and this one was simple. All she had to do was loosen the constriction of the spell and let it gradually widen as it flowed outward. When it passed over the bird, she felt a strange wash of power, and then her magic shuddered, and felt as if it had faded altogether.
That was odd.
She had not felt anything like that before, which suggested the bird had some intrinsic power of its own.
She recreated the spell, this time calling up on the burning coal of her Toral connection, and she sent energy out, ever widening as the detection magic flowed toward the bird and passed over it a second time. This time the spell, powered by her Toral connection, shook for a moment before it took hold and solidified.
Jayna felt a mental connection between her and the bird. It wasn’t a raven as she had initially thought. She wasn’t exactly sure what it was; she hadn’t seen anything like it before. But the Toral connection mixed with what she had used of her spell work suggested the creature was connected to magic, though there was nothing dark about it.
The bird circled and shrieked at her. Jayna was tempted to shriek back, but she had been summoned out here by something dark, and she didn’t want to draw any attention to herself. Still, with the raven making noise as it circled over her, she was bound to be—
Something crashed into her. Jayna staggered, spun, and immediately wrapped herself in the magic ball spell. It was little more than a shell of protection, but it was a spell she always had at the ready. Having already tapped into her Toral magic, and cold now burning through her entire being, she found forming the magic ball easy, and she was going to hold it in place until she was certain she was safe. She got to her feet, mentally preparing her counterattack for whatever had bowled her over.
Nearly a half dozen strange creatures faced her. To Jayna, they resembled an odd combination of a goat and a fox, and had long, mangy fur streaked with black and gray. Three of the six had horns that seemed to crackle with energy. As she faced them, she could feel the power emanating from them, and once again she felt the constriction of her ring.
“There you are.”
So, it was dark creatures after all.
At least it wasn’t the bird.
Jayna wasn’t sure how she would have captured and controlled a murderous-looking raven circling overhead. She had spells that might work, but something that size, and with some sort of immunity to her sorcery, would be difficult to overpower.
The bizarre-looking things standing before her shouldn’t be so hard.
She reached into her pocket. “Ever see anything that looks like a goat and a fox—”
Jayna didn’t have a chance to finish her question to Eva, as three of the horned creatures came barreling toward her.
She braced her magic ball spell, fortifying through her Toral connection. When the first animal struck, Jayna was forced back a step and had to draw even more power from her Toral connection.
She had to be careful. There was a danger in drawing too deeply upon her connection. At least, that was what she had always believed. When she had first started summoning it, she had feared that if she relied too heavily on the Toral power, she would become dark herself. Over time, it had become evident to her this was not the case. Yes, a balance had been needed, but having drawn upon that power as often as she had, Jayna had come to understand what she needed to do with that balance.
As the creatures surrounded her, battering at the magic ball spell, leaving Jayna to summon more of her Toral connection, darkness filled the edge of her vision. That was the balance she had to find: the burning cold of light and dark that she sensed at all times when she drew upon the power too much.
She had learned to find the balance though.
Scanning the creatures before her noted how strong they were—stronger than she had anticipated.
As she watched, she realized the horned ones weren’t the ones to fear.
“You two,” she muttered.
She held one hand out, maintaining the magic ball spell, and with her other hand, she hurriedly traced a starburst pattern and let it explode away from her, passing through her shield, and blasting the other two creatures.
The sudden surge caught them. Did they really think they could attack her without any repercussions?
She shifted, whipping out the snake spell, creating a band of fiery energy, and lashing around one of the creatures. Jayna yanked the whip as tightly as she could. The creature shrieked, an unnatural sound, and then disappeared in a cloud of dust. Jayna wondered about that but would have to ponder it later. She shifted her attention to the other creature and snapped her whip at it. This one seemed to have caught on to what Jayna was doing and tried to run, but Jayna was experienced with the snake spell and caught the other creature around the midsection. Maybe her midsection. She didn’t know if these creatures were gendered.
“Now isn’t the time,” she scolded herself as she pulled on the snake spell whip. Much like the last, it disappeared in a puff of blackish, dusty smoke. That had to have been what she saw.
The three others started backing away from her.
She flashed a tight smile, drawing the magic ball spell more tightly to herself, and hurriedly created another snake spell. “Sorry, boys. You don’t belong here.”
As she attacked them, she was troubled. She had no idea what they were, or, more importantly, why they were here. Now that she’d taken care of them, she’d have to research what they were back at the palace—so long as her other responsibilities didn’t get in the way.
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JAYNA KNEW she shouldn’t be tired of the palace already, but there was an energy here that frustrated her. She found that even the ornate decorations irritated her. There was something pompous about the gilded lanterns glowing with enchanted light, the painted portraits that hung along the walls, and the various sculptures littering the halls. All of it seemed ridiculous to her, thought she knew it shouldn’t. She had chosen this. She had sought it out. But now that she was here, she wondered if it had been a mistake.
She strode along the hall, her footsteps echoing loudly on the tile. Jayna frowned. She looked behind herself and noticed her assistant following her, his gray slippered feet sliding along the smooth marble far more easily than her boots.
“You don’t have to trail after me,” she said, nodding to Peltar. He was an older man with a thin mustache and dark eyes that took in every detail. She wouldn’t be surprised if he knew secrets about her that even she didn’t know. Probably pointless rumors that had spread, but rumors in the palace always had some meat to them.
“Why, Ms. Aguelon, it is my responsibility to ensure you reach the meetings that are asked of you. I’m sure you don’t want to miss any of your appointments.”
She snorted to herself. She could do without going to some of those appointments, though she wasn’t going to tell him that. It would only irritate him. Probably offend him as well. Honestly, she had no interest in being at any appointments.
It was times like these that Jayna started to question what she had really been thinking. She had forced her way into the palace, insisting she personally serve Lodeth, and for what?
She had thought she could use it to her benefit to find information about Jonathan, but so far Lodeth had not helped nearly so much as she had hoped he would.
“If you serve me well, you may use my resources,” he had promised.
Jayna had stood across from him, forcing a tight smile, feeling no pleasure in it. He had agreed to allow her to work with him after she had proven the depths of deceit within the city and the dangers of the Society. She was an outsider, though she didn’t mind being considered as such. It suited her as well as anything else.
“It’s a simple ask,” she had said. “I need for you to use whatever resources you have to dig into—”
The king had cut her off, and that had been the end of it.
That day, she promised herself she would serve until she got the information that she wanted. Ceran had been quiet, which was even more reason for her to dig for information about her brother, now that she wasn’t as preoccupied searching for dark sorcerers as she once had been. And staying close to the Society gave her an opportunity to dig into the Sul’toral. Answers were here. She just had to find them.
With the Fates gone, Jayna no longer knew which of the Sul’toral might still be active within the Society. There had been twelve—thirteen if she included Ceran—but now there were at least four fewer.
“He merely asks that you meet with him this morning. The king thinks it will be beneficial for both of you to have that meeting. Given your role in the city, Ms. Aguelon, I can’t help but agree with Lodeth on this.”
She hadn’t been paying as much attention to him as she knew she should have, but there was something in his tone of voice that irritated her.
“Why is it beneficial to both of us?”
“Why, you will need to work together on the assignments Lodeth has for you.”
Jayna could easily imagine the kind of assignment Lodeth might have for her, and none of them were appealing, though she wasn’t going to admit that to Peltar.
“I first have to meet with the Society representative,” she said, waving her hand and motioning for Peltar to leave her.
“Of course. It was on your schedule for the morning.”
Was it?
She didn’t remember putting that down, so for Peltar to have known what she was planning suggested to her that he was somehow digging into more aspects of her life than she had realized. None of this was what she was supposed to be doing though. That thought was what stuck with her more than anything else.
Ceran had other assignments for her. Chase down dark magic. Find dark sorcerers. Be prepared to defeat them and the Sul’toral who are leading them.
But she had done that. And now, without Ceran communicating with her, she wasn’t sure what she needed to focus on.
She strode along the hallway and Peltar continued to follow her. It annoyed her, but she had grown accustomed to his behavior. She reached the door near the entrance to the palace, and veered off into one of the side chambers, pushing the door closed behind her. As soon as she did, she drew upon the power of her Toral ring, the cold bursting through her, a hint of pain forcing her to clench her jaw and traced the pattern on the door before sealing it behind her.
When she was done, she turned to face a visitor to the palace.
“Char,” she said, grinning at him in his maroon Society robes.
Char got to his feet as Jayna entered further into the room, his eyes looked wide, as he had been concerned about who was entering.
“Jayna,” he said, sweeping his gaze over her. “You look like…”
“Say it,” she said.
Char ran a hand through his long brown hair, shaking his head. “I’m not going to say anything. I know better than that.”
“You know better than to keep something from me too. So go ahead and say it.”
He breathed out a heavy sighed. “You look like you belong here.”
Jayna looked down. She smoothed her hands across the fabric of the navy-colored jacket and shrugged. “I can’t say I mind the quality of the clothes,” she said. “Besides, it is perfectly acceptable for me to be wearing this.”
“Because you forced your way here,” he said.
She shrugged again. “You say forced, and I like to think I did what was necessary to gain access to the power I need for answers.”
Char watched for a moment but didn’t argue. Jayna supposed she should be thankful for his silence.
“I keep waiting for you to come visit me at the Society,” he said.
Jayna breathed out slowly. “I’m not exactly sure I’m wanted there. I did what was necessary to cleanse some of the danger within the Society, but I figured I would give you your space.”
She motioned for him to sit, but Char remained standing. He was taller than her, and lean. When she had first met him, he’d been heavier. She didn’t know if it was his time in Nelar or here at the palace that had thinned him out.
“You need to come see me at the Society House.”
“You want me to formalize the testing,” she said.
He frowned at her. “You don’t think I should?”
“I planned on doing that when I thought I needed access to the Society to find the Sul’toral, but I don’t need to now. Don’t worry. I’m not going to do anything to antagonize the Society. Not yet.”
He arched a brow at her. “You aren’t?”
“No. Well, that’s not exactly true. I’m not going to do anything that would harm you. I am not concerned about the Society, as I have made it abundantly clear. At this point, the less that I care about is—”
“The only thing you care about is finding information about your brother.”
She rolled her eyes. “Well, that is really all that I care about.”
“What about why you’re here? What about the Sul’toral?”
“I’m still looking for them. There are at least eight remaining, though the danger to the Society isn’t gone. That’s part of the reason I’m here.” Jayna had to be careful. She had no idea how many people were listening in on their conversation. It was possible Peltar had his own spies lingering, waiting for her to reveal some secret that could be used against her. And Lodeth had spies everywhere. She had to be careful she didn’t draw their attention; she wanted to keep her secrets.
“You got on my schedule and obviously needed to see me, so here I am. What is it?”
“I wanted to talk about Lodeth’s intentions with the Society.”
That was all he was ever concerned about. It always came back to the Society with Char.
Even when she had revealed the dangers within the Society, Char had struggled with what that might mean, both for him and for the Society. He was always the faithful servant.
But she had promised she wouldn’t tear it down, regardless of how dangerous it might be. There might even be parts that could be restored.
She regarded him for a long moment before sitting down. “Did you bring me any other spell books?” Jayna looked around the room. “Any spell books at all? I was hoping maybe you would’ve brought something more for me. I’ve been working on my spells like you taught me before, but it’s slow going.”
“You have all that you need to do it,” Char said, his gaze drifting around the room before returning to her. “I told you that you just have to piece it together. You have the basics. That’s what the Academy taught. You were far enough along in the Academy to learn that much, and the rest is just a matter of experience. Practice, really.” He sniffed and turned his attention back to her, holding her with his intense gaze.
Jayna knew it was more than that. And she wasn’t sure she needed to study quite as much as she once would have. With her linking spell to Char, she could use the connection to understand things she would not have otherwise. She wasn’t sure how much of that Char knew.
“You don’t have to worry about Lodeth’s interest in the Society,” she said. “He still has one of your Society lackeys here. I’ve been trying to get rid of her, but she’s burrowed too deep. Like a tick.” Jayna laughed at her own joke, but Char simply watched her. “You know her. Karina. I don’t think she was involved in Melinda’s plan with the Sniffers, but I don’t necessarily care for her either. She has been something of a pain in my backside ever since I’ve been here.”
“Because you aren’t a full member of the Society. Provisional. That’s it.”
“And you can change that,” Jayna said, leaning toward him. “Now that you have your own authority within the Society, you can influence them.”
Char shook his head. “You know, Jayna, you make it awfully hard to help you.”
“Is that why you’re here?”
“It wasn’t why I initially came, no, but seeing as how you are making this as difficult as you are, I think I’m going to need to do more than I’ve done already. I suppose it’s time to remove the provisional nature from your rejoining of the Society. I’m not sure the others will agree, so you are going to have to submit yourself for a formal testing. Are you willing to do that?”
“I should think my service to the Society should be enough that I wouldn’t need a formal testing.” Jayna shot Char a hard-eyed look, though she hadn’t really expected he would let her off that easily. She suspected she would have to go through far more rigorous testing than others were she to join the Society, especially as she had left both the Academy and her training behind.
“It’s not that easy, Jayna, and you know that. I’ve been around you enough over the last few months to know that your knowledge of sorcery is sufficient to make you a member of the Society. You might have rudimentary knowledge in some areas, but overall—”
“Rudimentary?” Jayna asked, and she leaned forward as if to strike him. “I’ll show you rudimentary.”
“I’m not saying that as an insult. I refer to your knowledge as rudimentary because you don’t have the necessary experience. That’s all I’m trying to tell you.”
She couldn’t argue with that. As much as she might want to tout her knowledge, there were certain things that she didn’t know, skills she hadn’t gotten the opportunity to acquire. And despite what Char said, she knew that it irritated him that she had not fully returned to the Society, embracing it the way he wanted her to do.
It was part of the reason she had pushed to gain access to spell books. Now that she had helped the Society, Char had been more accommodating with her desire for knowledge. Jayna had claimed it was so she could study for testing, but she suspected Char knew the truth; that she had an ulterior motive. She needed access to the spell books to see if there was anything that might help her in her fight against dark sorcery—and the Sul’toral in particular.
“I’m going to do it eventually, but I don’t know when I’m going to have time.” Jayna looked around and was thankful that no one seemed to pay her much mind, though inside of the palace she wasn’t sure she would know if anyone was watching her. It was part of the politics of the palace that she very much disliked. “In between dealing with the Fates, the residual fallout from Melinda, and trying to understand my role here in the palace, I haven’t had the kind of time that I had hoped I would.”
“The Fates are dead, Jayna. You don’t have to deal with them. Melinda died during the attack. The only thing you’ve really been doing has been dealing with Lodeth.”
She wanted to argue, but she wasn’t quite sure what to say. Melinda had died, but that didn’t mean Jayna hadn’t been digging into the kind of power that she’d mastered. She tried to understand it, and though she knew it was tied to a particular natural power that came from volantinkar, she had hoped to try to make more sense of that power. Unfortunately, Melinda had hidden her research in a way Jayna hadn’t managed to find.
And the Fates had been of no help. Melinda had targeted them with her decay magic, draining them far more rapidly than Jayna had anticipated, and they had died within a matter of days. Jayna had been unable to get any more information from them, other than that the Sul’toral were not done with whatever they planned.
“I’m dealing with powers that the Society should have been dealing with, Char. Or have you forgotten that?”
“I’ve not forgotten,” he said. She felt a faint tugging through the linking spell and didn’t know if it was a warning or if it was his irritation. Maybe both? “And the Society has not forgotten. I know it’s difficult for you to believe, but things are changing. Let me prove that to you. And you proved to them—”
“What do you think I’ve been doing ever since I left the Academy?” she asked Char. “You say I need to prove myself, but that’s all I’ve been doing since I left you. I’ve had to prove myself. Not to you, not to the Society, and not to anyone who you might think important, but to those who matter, those who might actually influence what I can do.”
Char regarded her and finally he let out a slow, steady breath laced with frustration. “Why do you always have to make things so difficult?”
“I didn’t realize I was making things difficult for you. To me, you and the Society are separate. And I have my own Society issues to deal with here in the palace with Karina.”
She probably should be a bit more careful with how she spoke of Karina, and she shouldn’t be quite so flippant about Char and the Society. She viewed them separately, but she wasn’t convinced Char viewed himself the same way.
Char frowned. “You don’t care for her?”
“You know the woman?”
Char shrugged, waving his hand. “Only peripherally. I would’ve figured the two of you would’ve gotten along. From what I understand, she is skilled. Powerful, even.”
“But you know why she was here,” she said. “You know who she was serving.”
“There are quite a few sorcerers within the palace, Jayna. Not all of them are corrupted the way you worry they are. Most of them work. Most of them wanted nothing more than to serve the Society. They did what they thought was necessary in order for the Society to thrive.”
“Or they were just power hungry,” she said.
Char shook his head. “You know, the same argument could be made for you. If the Society were to learn about how you connected to magic and the way that you used it, it’s very possible they would view everything that you have done as dark magic. I certainly felt that way.”
“Felt?”
“I’m still not convinced it’s not dark magic,” Char said, shrugging. “If you want me to be honest, there it is. I have tried to be honest with you about everything.”
“Of course, you have,” Jayna said.
“Why do you see it like that?”
“Like what?”
“Like there is something terrible about me wanting to serve the Society. As if you view the Society poorly. You do realize that there was a time when you wanted to be a part of the Society.”
She suppressed her irritation with him and shook her head. “I suppose I should be grateful for you and your willingness to work with me.”
“And I should be grateful you aren’t still trying to tear down the Society from the inside.”
“Who’s to say I’m not?” Jayna whispered. She looked over to Char and found him frowning at her. “I’m not doing anything to harm your precious society,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Besides, I think it might be useful.”
“You do?”
“I’m not saying it will be. Only that I can see certain circumstances where there may be a role for the Society.”
Jayna had been trying to work through that aspect but hadn’t managed to figure out how the Society would be of any use to her. There were so many people who still served it. And it did aid in coordinating the kind of magic that sorcerers possessed. The problem for her was that there were so many people within the Society, and she didn’t trust any of them. She only trusted Char. That was it.
“There are some within the Society who are taking steps to ensure that it is safe,” he said.
“Is that right?”
He peered at her. “You don’t have to look so pleased.”
“And you don’t have to sound so sour at the idea that your precious Society had been corrupted. You saw what happened. Gods, Char, you were very nearly destroyed by it. I would think that you, of all people, would have wanted to make sure that anybody who came in contact with the Society did so in a way that would avoid corruption.”
Char regarded her again and finally shook his head. “As I said, steps are being taken to ensure that the Society is safe. That’s all I can tell you. And hopefully that will be enough to convince you it’s time for you to return to the Society.”
There came another tug within her mind from the linking spell. If he wanted to, Char could communicate through it, but ever since they had stopped Melinda from whatever she’d intended with the Fates, and though he had gained a measure of control over it that he hadn’t had before, Char had not taken full advantage of the linking spell. Maybe that was for the best. Knowing that Char understood how to use the linking spell should be a relief.
“I’ve been working through the spell books you provided,” Jayna said, “in whatever spare time I have. I’ve been testing for any dangers inside of the city tied to the Sul’toral while also checking around the outskirts of the city for any signs of dark sorcery.” Though there hadn’t been nearly as much time to devote to her search as what Jayna would have preferred, forcing her to rely on Eva and Topher.
“And what have you found?” Char asked.
The way that he asked suggested he already knew.
“Nothing, but that doesn’t mean everything has gone quiet. It just means I’m not detecting anything. Besides, when…” She trailed off before telling him that once Ceran reached out to her again, she may have to leave the city, regardless of what she and Char might want. “Anyway. I will at least consider joining the Society. How about that?”
He smiled, relief flooding his face. “Good. Now, I want you tell me about what you have been doing in the palace.”
Jayna sighed. His comment reminded her how much she wanted to get away from this place.
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THE ENTIRE AREA sizzled with magic.
Jayna twisted her Toral ring. Feeling the strange energy of the bloodstone within it, she couldn’t help but notice a hint of additional power inside of it. It felt almost as if the ring were reverberating.
“Would you stop twisting that?” Eva snapped at her.
Jayna looked over to her friend who was covered from head to toe in a dark black cloak, with a hint of smoke streaming around her head, drifting around her body, and swirling around each leg as if she were trying to hide herself in smoke as much as in her actual clothing. Eva’s jaw jutted forward, her nostrils flared slightly, and her gaze was locked on something in the distance.
“I’m just trying to—”
“I know what you’re just trying to do,” Eva said, the wind catching her raven hair. “You made it quite clear ever since we’ve been back in this blasted city,” she said.
“Blasted?”
“I’m still trying to understand the swears in this place,” Eva said.
“Why do you want to?”
“I find learning the local swears to be something of a curiosity, and it helps me feel like I fit in,” Eva said. “You just have to learn how to listen.”
The idea of Eva asking around inside of the city trying to determine what swears were preferred left Jayna smiling to herself. She could easily come up with a scenario where Eva was visiting markets, trying to question people to find out just how they preferred to swear at others.
“And what else have you found?”
Eva nodded off in the distance. “I’d like for us to move and not waste time talking.”
“We can talk while we’re walking.”
“You’re just trying to distract me. You’ve made it quite clear my purpose is to gain information, and I can’t do that looking like an outsider.”
Jayna shifted her own cloak, made from a far better material than she’d ever been able to afford before, and moved her hand to her left lapel, tracing her fingers over the crest of Lodeth emblazoned there, pausing for just a moment to glance back at the city before turning and following Eva again.
“You can do many things looking like an outsider, especially here. Everybody looks like an outsider.”
“Not everybody,” Eva said softly.
The smoke around Eva swirled more strongly than it had before. Jayna wondered what had Eva on edge. These days, it wasn’t as if the other woman avoided using her power, not the way she once had. But she certainly didn’t use it quite so openly. Now that they were outside of the city, there was no reason for Eva to hide her skills.
The landscape itself provided some protection for Eva to use her powers openly. There were only a few trees scattered among the rolling grassland, so it was unlikely somebody could come upon them by accident.
“Are you going to tell me the secret of what else you’ve discovered about these swears? I’d like to know.”
Eva practically growled at her. Knowing that she was Ashara made that sound almost terrifying.
“I brought you out here for a reason,” Eva snapped. “If you’re going to make this difficult, I could’ve brought Topher. At least he has some usefulness.”
“Some?” Jayna asked.
“I’m not going to tell him he can be useful.” Still, Eva tapped the coin in her pocket that Topher had made for her, just like Jayna’s. It was his enchantment on the coins that allowed the three of them to communicate across vast distances. And he wouldn’t have been able to do it if he hadn’t continued to grow in his dular skill while in the city, which surprised Jayna. She thought the dular ceased developing their enchanting abilities over time.
“You didn’t want Topher out here anyway. If you run into anything…”
Eva slowed, pausing at one of the twisted, spindly trees. They were well off the road leading into the city, far enough from it, in fact, that they couldn’t see any merchant caravans or people coming and going from the city walls.
“That’s exactly why I brought you here. I didn’t expect you to cause so much difficulty. I have been trying to understand what’s out here. I’ve felt it for a while, and it’s only recently that I have seen anything. I wanted to know what you could detect.”
Eva was concerned.
That wasn’t uncommon, especially given all the strangeness they had been dealing with lately, but the measure of concern she saw blazing in Eva’s eyes now was different.
“I can detect some dark magic, but it’s not overwhelming. Still, if something is bothering you, then we need to look into it.”
“There is something. I just don’t know if I need to be concerned.”
Jayna thought she understood Eva’s issue. It wasn’t about dark magic, though dark magic bothered Eva less than it bothered Jayna. It was the need for information. Eva still didn’t fully understand aspects of the Ashara, nor why she had ended up where she had when Jayna found her.
Jayna twisted the dragon stone ring on her finger again, feeling the energy within it. It would be a simple matter for her to reach for the Toral connection. She had discovered the balance of its power and could draw upon it in ways she never had before. Now when she connected to the ring’s power, she no longer felt the strange darkness at the edge of her vision quite as profoundly.
“Can we keep moving?” Eva asked, though some of the heat had left her voice.
They made their way toward a hazy energy in the distance, with Eva practically gliding on her smoke. She had a fluid way of moving that Jayna didn’t understand. The Ashara were able to change forms, though Jayna had not seen Eva doing that. While she didn’t know the reason for this, she wondered if it was tied to Eva’s lost memories.
“What did you feel?” Jayna asked as they continue making their way through the forest.
“I felt it from the city,” Eva said. “I was in the market, trying to…”
When she trailed off, Jayna smiled at her. “You’re trying to learn more about swearing?”
“I was trying to learn more about the customs of the city, so I could be better equipped to handle life there, when I felt it. I’m not sure what it is, but it’s drawn me out here, almost as if it’s something I’ve felt before.” She looked to Jayna, and there was a darkness in her eyes.
“Have you been in contact with Asaran?” She tried to ask the questions as delicately as possible, knowing Asaran was a difficult subject for Eva.
“Not recently,” Eva said. “I think he’s disappointed I chose not to accompany him.”
“I had the sense that Asaran preferred isolation, much like the rest of the Ashara.”
“We do. I’m not sure he does, though.” Smoke swirled around her again. When it faded, she turned away.
The Eva that Jayna had saved was different from the one before her. That person was in her, but now she was also more. Jayna had to help her, she wanted to help her, but she didn’t know how.
Jayna cleared her throat. “When you were in the city, what did this magic, or whatever it is, feel like?” she asked, bringing the conversation back to the present.
“As if it burns through my heart,” Eva said.
They reached a small rocky outcropping where the earth dropped off, as if they reached the shelf at the end of the world.
Jayna stared. She thought she had seen something like this before.
“Ceran brought me here,” she said. Jayna blinked and looked down over the edge. She shook her head. “I…” She turned, twisting the Toral ring on her finger, feeling for the energy within her. She called upon it, letting the power fill her, the cold immediately working its way up her arm and into her chest, the darkness edging her vision. She focused on the cold and let it fill her. “I remember it clearly. It was one of the first times he drew me away, as if he had transported me, though I don’t know if he did or if he was simply showing me visions.”
“Are you sure it was here?”
Jayna shook her head. “I don’t know if it was here, someplace else, or if I simply…” she trailed off again, staring down below. She remembered the destruction she’d seen; sorcerers battling, using fireballs and strangely powerful spells that shot through the battlefield, ripping through those who had no magic of their own to protect themselves.
Now there was nothing more than rock and smoke billowing in the distance.
“Maybe it was someplace else,” she muttered.
Eva looked at Jayna, a hint of smoke swirling around her. “It looks like we are both bothered by this place,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. Smoke drifted gently away from Eva, and touched upon Jayna, fortifying her, lending a hint of strength, before withdrawing back to Eva.
“All along, I thought Ceran had been guiding me by showing me visions. What if there was some other purpose behind it?” She twisted her Toral ring, calling some of the power as she thought about Ceran, as she often did. He’d fallen silent, right as she had begun to dig deeper into the Sul’toral and the dark sorcerers.
“We need to go down there,” Eva said.
“Unless you have learned how to fly, we aren’t getting down there easily.”
She looked to Eva. Maybe she had learned to fly. As an Ashara, perhaps she could take the form of a large bird. Though Eva had only demonstrated her shape-changing ability once, if she was willing to do it again, they wouldn’t have to rely on enchantments.
“I can’t fly, but I have something that can help us.”
Eva reached into her pocket and pulled out a small paper item. She looked over to Jayna.
“An enchantment?” Jayna asked, looking down at the enchantment. The paper was expertly folded and had what looked to be wings, a tail, and a head without eyes. A bird?
“That doesn’t look large enough for us to fly on,” Jayna said.
“Not yet. I need you to do your sorcery thing. Make this enchantment dance.”
“My sorcery thing?” Jayna asked, wincing.
“That’s right. I found a dular in the city who’d heard of enchantments like this, ones that you could fly upon.”
Jayna chuckled. “I’ve seen those enchantments.”
“Then you know this will work.”
“I haven’t seen them here,” she said. “Those kinds of enchantments are specific enough that they require either sorcery or a very powerful dular.”
“It’s a good thing I have a dular who can make these then,” Eva said. “So, make this dance.”
Jayna crouched next to the bird of stock paper, tracing her fingers along its surface, feeling a reverberating surge of energy, as if she had triggering some stored power within it. She found a series of markings along the paper. Energy surged out of her and into the enchantment. The paper began to unfold, stretching and elongating, reaching nearly twenty feet long and the same breadth wide.
“What is it?”
At this size, it looked much less like a bird; there was no head, eyes, nor anything else resembling any creature she had ever seen before. Just the wings and the body.
“I don’t know, but the dular who sold it to me told me it was a flying enchantment. All you have to do is put enough of your power into it, and you can make the enchantment do what you want.”
“I’ve seen enchantments that fly like birds, but this design is quite different.”
Jayna pushed even more power into it, marveling at the incredible skill of the dular that had made this. As the enchantment activated, it floated just above the ground. She used her Toral power and connected to it with the cold beam of energy into the paper enchantment.
She looked at Eva. “If this kills us, I’m killing you.”
“You can protect yourself if we fall.”
She climbed onto the flying thing, Eva joining after her. Jayna leaned down, called upon the Toral magic, and pushed it into the enchanted vehicle. She had no idea if this would work for somebody without sorcery, or whether it was some self-powered device. As she pushed power into it, she could feel it starting to float, and then they streaked forward. Eva was using her smoke, somehow propelling them forward.
Jayna clutched the sides of their small airborne boat, afraid of falling, but even if she did, she thought she could use the magic ball spell to keep herself safe.
She wasn’t sure if she could save Eva, but given Eva’s own unique abilities, it might not be necessary.
As they gradually descended, Jayna wondered how they might return to the top of the rocky outcropping. She didn’t know if the enchantment would allow them to fly back up, or if they would have to climb. When they started their descent, she felt her Toral ring constrict.
Dark magic.
“Be ready,” she said, glancing at Eva.
“I have been.”
Smoke drifted around Eva, obscuring her from view. She was ready.
Eva must have detected something more.
Eva tried to push her billowing smoke out from her but wasn’t fast enough. And neither was Jayna’s magic ball spell. Jayna rolled to her feet and looked over to see smoke swirling around Eva, a great plume that served like a cushion.
Eva strode toward her. “You could’ve warned me,” Eva snapped at her.
They stepped away from the enchantment, and though she could feel the energy within it, she didn’t know if she should pull it away, where she should leave for the possibility of a quick escape.
Jayna drew upon her Toral energy as she strode forward. She could handle a dark sorcerer.
As she made her way around the paper enchantment, she stopped short. “What is it?”
Smoke seemed to be coming from a massive pit in the ground. Heat and the stench of decay radiated from inside of the hole. Jayna felt the energy here, along with a presence she couldn’t quite understand, but it was potent.
She turned to Eva, who was grumbling, her cloak and smoke swirling around her. “This is not Ashara,” she finally said.
“Is that what you thought?”
“I felt it and thought it could be,” Eva said. “I didn’t know for sure, but I needed to find out.”
“So, you brought us out here for—”
Jayna didn’t get a chance to finish before another flare of power sparked through the dragon stone ring. The ring squeezed her finger tightly.
She spun, preparing the starburst spell.
Three lumbering shapes came limping toward them from the far side of the pit. They were massive and with strange thin arms and legs, nothing like any creature she’d faced before. The smoke made it difficult to determine much else, though Jayna considered using a detection spell that might help.
The creatures were moving slowly with an awkward gait, as though they were injured. She spun on the spot, looking all around her for a dark sorcerer, but didn’t see anything more.
“Something is wrong with these creatures,” Jayna said.
“Put them down,” Eva said softly.
“They aren’t even a threat,” Jayna retorted, even though she could feel the darkness within them, the power they possessed. Dark magic, but why did it feel so unsettled? Better yet, why did she feel so unsettled?
“Put them down,” Eva repeated.
“You could as well.”
“That’s not how my magic works.”
“Neither does mine.”
Eva glanced to the Toral ring on Jayna’s finger, then looked up at Jayna, holding her gaze.
At Eva’s glare, Jayna unleashed her starburst spell, sending it toward the creatures. As the spell moved through the smoke before her, its power seemed to dissipate.
Jayna found herself calling upon the Toral magic within her more than she expected to, and the cold energy was painful. When the spell struck the three figures, they collapsed. Only then did she release the energy within herself.
She looked at Eva. “What is this about?”
Eva stared at the smoke, a troubled expression in her eyes, but she shook her head. “I don’t know.”
Jayna sighed heavily.
Just what she needed. Something new to worry about.
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JAYNA FOUND Eva looking off into the distance with a lost, almost haunted expression in her eyes. The fallen figures still had not gotten to their feet. A hint of smoke drifted in the distance but was not nearly as profound as it had been before, and the air was heavy with something Jayna couldn’t quite place.
“I have no idea what those creatures are. And I don’t know what is going on here or why it felt so familiar to me,” Eva said.
“You thought it was Asaran, which is why he wanted to come out here. You were concerned enough to avoid doing it on your own, though, which tells me something about this has you worried.”
Eva looked at the pit. The smoke drifting from it was pale, almost white, and laced with a hint of blue. When the wind picked up, the haze swirled, and the color of the smoke seemed to change. Where they stood, the air had a distinct, pungent aroma, one that carried with it the smell of rot, but also something heavier, a power that pushed upon Jayna.
“I still don’t know why this feels familiar.”
Jayna made her way around the smoky pit toward the fallen creatures. She watched the ground as she moved, afraid of stepping someplace dangerous. She didn’t think the ground itself was unsettled, but the power she sensed was significant.
Very significant.
When she reached the first of the creatures, she paused. She’d never seen anything like it before. It was manlike but slender with an irregular, hawkish-looking head and long, thin fingers and toes. Its skin, thin and brittle, was a grayish black hue.
Eva remained where she was, watching Jayna, as her power swirled around her. After a time, Eva followed Jayna’s lead and approached the fallen figures. She crouched down near one of them, holding her hand above the body. A blanket of smoke trailed from droplets of Eva’s blood that sizzled in the air, pausing right above the figure, bursting into smoke. Jayna marveled at the level of control Eva had over her magic.
“I’ve never felt anything like this before.”
Felt, not seen.
Jayna continued to study the figure at her feet. It had to be at least seven feet tall, but it was so thin it was surprising the creature could even stand upright on its own. She looked at the other two, each of them the same size. All three of these anomalous creatures had something about them that left her feeling…uncertain.
Jayna twisted the Toral ring and let power flow from her and into the creature sprawled on the ground before her. Cold worked its way up her arm, and Jayna pushed the power from herself and into the creature. As she had felt standing in the smoke, there was an odd pressure and a resistance to her magic. She withdrew her hand and made her way to the other fallen creature and felt the same resistance.
Jayna noticed Eva was still crouched down near the first of the dark creatures.
“Just the three?” Jayna asked despite her certainty that nothing more was here.
She no longer felt any dark energy, and nothing was pushing upon her. There was nothing that would suggest any other attackers were nearby.
The power she had felt from these three was considerable. More so than what she had felt when the ring had warned her of other dark creatures. Staring down at the lanky, gray-skinned beings, Jayna could discern no rhyme or reason to why the power she felt from these three was so much more potent than what she had felt from other dark creatures.
“What are you thinking?” Eva asked.
Jayna frowned, continuing to twist her ring, focusing on what she could of the power within her. “I’m trying to make sense of all of this,” she said, pressing her lips together in a tight frown. “We have three creatures out here in the middle of nowhere. And then there’s this,” She paused and looked at the pit. It was ten feet across with perfectly smooth walls, meaning that magic had
been involved in its creation. “They have to be connected to it, don’t they? Could they be tied to your Ashara somehow?”
Eva shook her head. “These are not tied to the Ashara.”
“Have you ever seen anything like them before?”
Eva frowned. Her dark hair hung loose around her shoulders, and her eyes seemed to glow. It was as though she were calling upon an inner power to help make sense of what was happening around them.
“I have not,” she said.
“Is it there perhaps a gap in your memory, or is this something you’ve not encountered?”
For a moment, there was a look of irritation in Eva’s eyes, but it quickly faded. Both of them knew Jayna had asked a valid question—especially given what Eva had gone through—and both of them knew the answer was important. If it was a gap in her memory, finding answers from the Ashara might be helpful, but if it was something else the Ashara might not make a difference.
“I don’t know.” Eva straightened. “I keep trying to piece together what I can remember. There are aspects of it I feel I should be able to reach, but when I try, the memories glide past me.” A pained look crossed her face. “I’m sure you can understand it, but it is hard for me.”
“Have you asked how you might be able to regain those memories?”
“When I was gone,” Eva said softly.
Eva’s long absence had been difficult for Jayna. There was even point when she was sure that Eva was never coming back.
Jayna peered down at the creatures before glancing back at the pit. “Let’s assume these creatures aren’t from here but that they came here on purpose.” She narrowed her eyes at the smoke. “And that somebody was controlling them.”
“That may not be the case,” Eva pointed out.
“I realize that,” Jayna said. She started to pace and quickly realized her footsteps were tracing a symbol of protection on the ground. Had she become so familiar with the patterns that she now created them without thinking?
She wasn’t a sorcerer, not like Char, but she had been studying the spell books much more of late, trying to master their contents.
“Typically, with creatures like this, unless they are sentient, they would be sent by someone more powerful than them, wouldn’t they?”
“Or drawn,” Eva suggested.
Jayna frowned. “Drawn by whatever is in this strange pit?”
Eva nodded. “It is a possibility,” she said.
The idea did make a certain sort of sense. There was a possibility that they might have been drawn here, but if so, why only three?
“Can you detect anything about this?” Jayna asked nodding at the pit.
“Only the familiarity I feel, and that is unpleasant.”
Jayna felt that same discomfort, but it was more than just unpleasant. It bordered on disgust.
“We should destroy it.”
“I don’t know if we can, but you can try.”
Jayna could feel the pressure of the pit’s power pushing against her and she wondered if perhaps Eva was right. Still, she had to try.
Jayna considered what pattern to place around the smoking pit. She began to push power out of her, drawing through the Toral ring. As she strove for the balance she knew was the key to controlling the Toral power and prepared to unleash the magic, she heard Eva behind her.
“Stop.”
“I think I can do this,” Jayna said.
“What does it feel like to you?” Eva asked.
“It feels like I have to overpower something.”
“But what do you have to overpower?” Eva asked.
“I…”
Jayna didn’t know, only that she felt like she had to overwhelm the dangerous power coming from the pit.
She withdrew.
“This is Toral magic,” Jayna said. “Or Sul’toral.”
“Or something like it,” Eva said.
Jayna watched Eva for a moment and wondered what she had detected. “Is it something you’ve felt before?”
Eva looked down, biting her lip, making the smoke around her swirl. “Like I said, it is familiar, but I don’t remember the specifics.”
“Then how did you know I wouldn’t be able to do this?”
“Because I can feel it pushing against me. It feels like more than I can withstand.”
“Which is why you think it’s more than I could withstand?”
“Yes.”
Jayna sighed and looked at the pit once more. It was unimpressive, apart from the odd power of the smoke coming from within. Beyond that, it was just a hole in the ground.
The creatures were the key then. “We need to keep one of these creatures to figure out what brought them here.”
“You want to keep one of the dark creatures?”
“Only until we understand it,” Jayna said.
Together, they dragged one of the creatures to the pit’s edge and tossed it in.
Jayna pushed a starburst, after the creature as it fell into the pit. As soon as she did, however, there was a resistance, forcing her to call upon more power than she anticipated until the creature erupted in flames. She dragged another of the creatures over to the edge and placed a pattern she could link to on its body before dropping the creature into the pit.
Eva stared down at the remaining creature. “You want to take this with us.”
“It’s not that I want to, but we need to.”
Jayna used a spell to pull the creature over to the paper enchantment where she dragged it onto the rear. As soon as Eva joined her, Jayna connecter her power to the enchanted flying vehicle, and they glided up toward the ridgeline where they landed and Eva climbed out, dragging the fallen creature with her.
“We have to figure out what this is and who sent it,” Jayna said. “I don’t want to bring it back into the city. And I don’t want to leave it anywhere somebody could find it.” She had considered leaving it below, but that meant they would have to travel up and down to study it.
“How do you intend to do this?”
“I think we hide it,” Jayna said. “Though I’m not sure where.” She considered a series of different spells that might help to hide the creature, but none of them were what she needed. Could she find a place to leave it?
She traced the pattern on the ground to create a sensory spell. It was one that she’d learned from the spell books Char had left her. As the spell took hold, she kept her eyes closed, feeling the power radiating out from her.
“Not far from here there is a series of caves. We can hide the creature there. We should even be able to seal it off so comes across it by accident.”
“Well, if you want to keep the creature, you get to do it. I think it’s simpler to destroy it.”
“Simpler, but then we learn nothing from it. This way, we could learn how to deal with it in case we encounter it again.”
“You didn’t have that much difficulty against it.”
“I suppose not, but I think they were injured.”
The creature was lying near the enchanted paper vehicle, its dark flesh torn from being dragged. Maybe they should just destroy it.
But Jayna wanted to know what it was and why it had come after them. She wanted to show it to Ceran when he returned.
If.
That thought kept coming back to her. Jayna didn’t know what had happened to him, only that she was sure something had happened.
She dragged the creature with her.
Eva tromped alongside Jayna, but she didn’t offer any assistance.
Eventually, they reached the cave, slid the body into it, and sealed it to keep the creature inside and people out.
“And if you can’t hold it?” Eva asked.
“If I can’t hold it, then…” Jayna frowned. “Why? What are you getting at?”
“What if someone tries to open this?”
“Then we find out who they are, and we have a better idea about who’s responsible for this. I can leave a tracking spell here.”
She made a few markings in the air and forced power into them as she placed them onto the stone around the cave entrance before using her Toral magic. On a whim, she added sorcery to it as well, linking the two to strengthen her spell.
“Why don’t you add something of yourself here?” she asked Eva. “If somebody comes through here they have a kind of magic my sorcery or Toral magic can’t detect, there’s the possibility your power would detect it.”
“I don’t need to.”
Eva had already added her own magic, Jayna realized. There was a faint tracing of smoke billowing gently from her form. Eva headed toward the ridgeline, and Jayna followed.
“We need to make sure there are no others coming through,” Eva said.
“I know. Maybe it’s a good thing that we stayed.”
“If it was a good thing, you’d have what you came here for.”
Jonathan.
“I probably have to get back,” Jayna said, running her fingers along the crest of her cloak. “I had more meetings on my schedule today.”
Eva snickered. “Then you should go back. I might stay a little longer. Besides, I’m hopeful something out here might trigger a memory. I feel like I should know what this is, but it’s still not clear.”
Jayna saw the pain in Eva’s eyes. It was a pain Jayna couldn’t take away. For everything that they had discovered about Eva, they still didn’t know what had happened to her memories, and Eva still hadn’t managed to recover them.
She patted Eva on the shoulder and turned toward the city, back to her other responsibilities.
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THE PALACE WAS AN ENORMOUS BUILDING, a maze of corridors and rooms, all of them incredibly ornate and each of them more majestic than the last. Jayna still didn’t feel comfortable there, missing the quiet comfort of her home in Nelar. It was comfortable and cozy in a way no place had been for quite a while.
The palace would never be her home.
She passed a pair of soldiers patrolling the halls, but they didn’t look in her direction. Even if she didn’t have the crest of Lodeth on her cloak, everybody in the palace knew who she was, and everyone seemed to know what she got up to. That was why she had worried about leaving the palace in the first place and following Eva outside of the city; somebody might get word of what she was doing. Then again, given the nature of her position as Lodeth’s advisor, such whispers were bound to happen.
Jayna slowed as she neared her wing of the palace. She had a wing. The thought of it still seemed impossible to her. Yet she knew she had worked hard to get to where she was. When she’d shared with King Lodeth what Melinda had been up to and that Jayna
had been the one to stop Melinda, he’d had questions, but had ultimately offered Jayna a chance to prove herself.
Peltar came scurrying toward her, clad in the dark gray of the palace. His jacket and pants were neatly pressed, and the small hat on his head positioned exactly so. He also wore his own crest of office, one that marked him as a servant to Lodeth’s advisor, and meant he carried a position of authority within the palace as well.
“Ms. Aguelon. I have been looking for you for the better part of an hour. I am so sorry to intrude, but you have been requested.”
“I’ve been requested?” Jayna asked, frowning at Peltar. He was a distinguished older man with a thick mustache and kind eyes that shone with an unrecognized intelligence. She suspected he was far brighter than he let on; how else would he have risen to his station within the palace without having some intelligence?
“Why, yes. The king himself has asked you to meet with him this morning. We have been trying to get word to you, but we didn’t know where you had gone.”
It wasn’t as if she was a captive within the palace, but she was expected to keep herself available to Lodeth. Having disappeared for as long as she had meant she had not respected that obligation. It also put her in danger of appearing as though she disrespected Lodeth, and that could put her in danger of being useless to him.
She had to remain useful, at least until she learned what happened to Jonathan.
“Ms. Aguelon?”
Peltar’s word snapped her out of her reverie.
She’d been getting lost in her thoughts far more often these days. Her time in the city had made her more pensive. And that was dangerous, given the kind of work she did. Dealing with dark magic required focus.
Handling Lodeth as his advisor had not been exciting, though maybe she needed to find a way for it to be so. She did enjoy the challenge of getting through to Lodeth, of making him see reason, even if she didn’t like working with Karina or Peltar.
“When did he want to see me?” she asked, dragging her attention back to Peltar.
“He wanted you to join him about an hour ago. I know Karina has already gone—”
“Karina?”
That set Jayna’s mind racing.
Karina had been upset about Jayna’s appearance within the kingdom very early on. She was a powerful sorcerer within the Society, though relatively young, not much older than Jayna, it seemed. Given Karina’s power, Jayna had immediately questioned whether she was one of the Sul’toral but had not seen any evidence to support her suspicions. Merely a powerful, scheming sorcerer who wanted more power for herself.
“Why, yes, Ms. Aguelon. Karina has gone to Lodeth because he was seeking counsel about the plans for the Society.”
Jayna immediately changed directions, heading toward Lodeth’s quarters. She didn’t have to look back to know that Peltar was following behind her. She couldn’t let Lodeth discuss the Society without her.
“Ms. Aguelon, I don’t think they will be—”
Jayna waved a hand, motioning for him to go back. “I will meet with you later, Peltar. Why don’t you get my quarters prepared for my afternoon meetings?”
He stopped, and she could hear him trying to come up with some sort of response, as if he were debating whether or not to do as he was bid, but he didn’t say anything.
She was glad he didn’t argue, but she knew she had to be careful with someone like him. He was a proud man, she suspected, who had influence she needed to remember. There was a measure of politics among the servants that she hoped to avoid.
She reached Lodeth’s chambers. He preferred to meet with his advisors in a place that allowed him a certain level of privacy and permitted plenty of comfort.
She paused at the door, glancing at the pair of soldiers, one on either side of it, clad in enchanted armor. She had no idea what enchantments Lodeth required of the soldiers, but she could see the markings on the armor, and though she didn’t know the specifics, she knew they were protected by more than just metal.
They glanced at her and nodded, and then one of them pressed a cylindrical metal object to the door. An enchanted key. Without that, Jayna wasn’t even sure if she’d be looking at Lodeth’s quarters. She suspected her magic could overwhelm anything here, but she didn’t know.
She had to wait a moment before the door slowly opened and she could step inside. There was an inner chamber with another pair of soldiers in enchanted armor blocking access to Lodeth’s private quarters, but they weren’t what drew her eye.
It was the two others in the room seated in leather chairs along the wall.
Jayna cast a glance toward them, her gaze taking in the mark of the Society, their maroon robes, and graying hair. She knew Chamberlain, an older sorcerer who had been at the Academy when she had trained there but he had rarely taught students. She didn’t recognize the woman sitting by his side. Her chestnut hair was pulled back into a tight bun, she wore a silver band of metal around her neck, likely an enchantment, and she had a stern expression in her eyes.
Jayna immediately focused on the Toral ring, readying its power should she need to use it, but neither of them moved. They gave her an appraising glare, but then dismissed her presence.
She smiled to herself. Perhaps that was for the best. She would rather have them dismiss her than maintain focus on her. At least she had some idea what she was getting into.
Members of the Society were at the palace, which meant something involving the Society was taking place. Jayna knew it was dangerous in the city for the Society and for those who opposed them.
Jayna hurried toward the door and nodded as the two men pressed another enchanted key to it. Behind her, she could feel it. Sorcery. She focused on her Toral magic, ready to use the magic ball spell to defend herself if necessary.
When the door opened, she stepped inside without glancing behind her.
The soldiers closed it again, sealing her inside the king’s inner chamber. The place meant only for those he trusted.
Lodeth was seated in a simple wooden chair at a long table. Gabriel, his chief steward, stood behind him. Gabriel glanced up as Jayna entered, nodding to her. Karina was seated at the table, as well. Her pale blue eyes glittered with irritation as she watched Jayna enter the room. With her palms resting on the table, she could see each of the three rings Karina wore on each hand. Jayna had already tried to ascertain the power those rings commanded, but so far, she hadn’t been able to figure out what kind of enchantments they held.
“There you are,” King Lodeth said. “We’ve been waiting for you.”
Lodeth was dressed in his typical navy robes of office, bearing his golden sigil shaped like some sort of serpent. Just as with Karina’s rings, she suspected Lodeth’s sigil was an enchantment too. Deep blue eyes twinkled when he looked at her.
Jayna realized there was another man seated at the table, though she didn’t recognize him. She quickly sized him up, looking for signs of enchantments, for any sense of dark sorcery, but detected nothing. on the man wore a navy jacket with a crest she didn’t recognize on the lapel. He stood as she drew nearer the table. He was handsome, in a conventional sense. A square jaw, deep blue eyes that seemed to sparkle when he nodded to her, and curly brown hair that was neatly styled.
“I’m sorry I’ve been delayed getting here,” Jayna said. “There was a circumstance outside the city that I needed to attend to.” There was no use in denying she had left the city; she was certain Karina or one of Lodeth’s spies would have told him by now.
“That is what I heard,” Lodeth said, waving his hand. “And then we heard you had returned, so we have waited for your arrival.”
Lodeth was a young man, something that had surprised Jayna when she had first met him, and he was arrogant in a way that all who had positions of power tended to be. He ran his hand through his shaggy black hair, glancing over to Karina, who nodded to him. Something passed between them.
She didn’t care for that. They were planning something.
She took a seat, making a point of looking at Karina and the other man, who said nothing as he sat. “Would you care to tell me what this meeting is about?” Jayna asked. “From the two members of the Society in the outer room, I suspect it has something to do with events in the city.”
Karina turned to Jayna, and she noticed the flash of irritation in the other woman’s eyes.
Jayna ignored it, focusing straight ahead, looking instead at Lodeth. As she did, she could feel the other man watching her. There was an energy to him. Perhaps it was something magical, or maybe it was the heaviness of his gaze. Whatever it was, she couldn’t quite pin her finger on it.
“Yes,” Lodeth said, tapping his hand under the table. “Unfortunately, you have missed part of the conversation, so it does put us at a disadvantage and require catching you up,” he said, looking over to Karina. “It has come to my attention that the Society has begun to reorganize.”
Jayna knew this. She had been the one to bring this fact to his attention. Why was he acting as if she hadn’t?
It had to be for the sake of the stranger. The other man at the table.
“As you haven’t had an extensive a role within the Society until recently,” Lodeth went on, acknowledging her inexperience, “Karina has helped me understand the implications of what we have seen with the Society. There is a very real possibility that others within the Society will attempt to court power.”
“Of course they will,” Jayna said.
“Yes,” Lodeth said, tapping his hand on the table again. “Given the danger that has taken place directly under our noses,” he said, looking to Karina with a look of brief annoyance, “I need an effective liaison with the Society.”
The other man remained quiet. Jayna didn’t know why Lodeth hadn’t introduced him. It made her uneasy.
Tentatively, she reached for her Toral power, holding onto it so that she could try to detect whether there was any other source of magic being used here. It wasn’t a perfect technique, but it was all she had in the moment. As she probed, felt a faint tracing through her. It was subtle, but it was definitely there.
Magic.
She had no idea what kind of magic though. She didn’t think it was sorcery. The man wasn’t wearing the maroon of the Society, so she doubted he was the source.
She watched him out of the corner of her eye as she traced the Toral magic and felt some resistance pushing against her. An enchantment, probably, but that wasn’t the most impressive thing. It was that he was aware of what she was doing.
Interesting.
There weren’t many people who could feel her Toral magic unless she was using it overtly, not the way that she was using it now. Jayna doubted Karina had any clue that she was calling upon her magic. As far as Karina knew, Jayna was simply a skilled sorcerer who had gained some of her understanding of her power outside of the Society.
But this one…
The longer she watched him, the more certain she was that she was right. And whatever was going on, whatever power this man had, she needed to understand.
Jayna shifted, turning her attention back to Lodeth. “What is your proposal?”
“I would like to place one of my own people within the Society,” he said. “I feel that will be the best way for me to maintain my influence.”
Karina sat up, and Jayna snorted. It would be fine with her if Karina went to the Society. Karina was talented, and Jayna didn’t have any sense the woman was a dark sorcerer. Char might not care for it, but he was already overwhelmed by what was going on within the Society.
It had taken him a while to come to terms with the idea that the Society wasn’t what he had believed, and that there were people within the Society who couldn’t be trusted.
“I think that is a worthy plan,” she agreed, glancing to Karina.
“Excellent,” Lodeth said. “Unfortunately, it will be more challenging than it would otherwise have been. The Society has closed ranks, as it were. They’re trying to ensure that the danger of the Fates is not repeated.”
Jayna smiled to herself. She didn’t need Lodeth to tell her that. Besides, she had been the one that suggested Char close ranks to ensure the removal of anyone who may be seeking to take control.
“I’m not sure why you needed me here for this meeting,” Jayna said.
Lodeth frowned at her. “I needed you because you are the one I would like to place more prominently within the Society, Jayna.”
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JAYNA WAS STUNNED AND IRRITATED. Not only did Lodeth want her to serve him, but now wanted her to be involved in the Society. She had worried she might need to do so at some point but had hoped to avoid it much longer than this. Anything she did with the Society would tie her to the city, something she did not want.
When Lodeth had left the room, Karina was trailing after him, chirping in his ear as she usually did. She would have smiled at it under normal circumstances. Karina was upset. She had expected she was going to be the one the king would push further within the Society, and whether they liked his choice or not, he was still the king. Whomever he chose would be known as a servant of Lodeth, giving them a measure of prominence. Karina had lost both the opportunity to play a more significant role within the society and to become more important to Lodeth.
Jayna remained at the table. She knew should get moving, but her irritation kept her seated. She needed to think.
“We didn’t have a chance to meet,” the man said. Jayna realized that she wasn’t sitting in the room alone as she had thought.
She stirred stared at him. “No,” she said. “I suppose we haven’t. You are?”
“My name is William Range.”
Jayna regarded him for a long moment, and as she had before, she focused on her Toral ability. She had no idea who he was, what he was, or how much power he possessed, but she had definitely detected something from him earlier and she needed to find out more.
“Do you care to tell me why you’re here?”
His brow furrowed. “I was hoping to get some answers about the circumstances surrounding the fall of the Fates.”
Jayna could feel the same resistance, the pressure she had felt earlier, though it was subtle. It was a faint tracing of energy that pushed upon her, as if trying to radiate through her. It could be coming from no one other than this man.
Jayna focused on her Toral ability, determined not to lose her control over it. “Why don’t you tell me who you really are, William?” She sat up and focused on him. She was prepared to use any sort of spell that she needed in order to defend herself. She glanced toward the door but saw no sign of Lodeth’s stewards.
Had they been instructed to leave her in here with him?
William smiled at her. And though she suspected it was meant to be playful, the smile left her feeling as though there was something predatory about him. “I was hoping the two of us could have a conversation, Jayna Aguelon, but you seem a bit defensive.”
“I’m only defensive because I don’t know you, William Range. How do you serve the king?”
“I would ask you the same.”
“I’m his advisor.”
“Truly? And how is it that you came into that position?”
“I revealed the depths of deceit that King Lodeth had been exposed to, removed the threat surrounding him, then helped him learn the truth about the Society.” She forced a smile, though it was flat and filled with the irritation she felt at having to have a conversation with this man. “What about you? Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”
“The king uses me to discover and remove particular dangers that exist around him.”
“I see. So, you’re his spymaster.” She suspected Lodeth had spies in his employ but hadn’t met them yet. Why now? Did Lodeth believe she was a danger to him?
If that were the case, had he sent somebody with a unique kind of power—this William Range—to keep tabs on her? Somebody whose use of magic was unconventional. William seemed to be aware of her using her Toral power, something very few within the kingdom would know. Did that mean he was Sul’toral? Or could he be somebody’s Toral?
“You haven’t been in the palace very long,” he said to her.
Jayna flashed a tight smile. “No, I have not.”
“But you have the king searching for information about another Aguelon.” He leaned forward but looked as though he had barely moved. His eyes seemed to swallow her. Once more, Jayna felt that same pressure pressing upon her. It was almost as if he was trying to force a reaction.
She had to be careful though, remain in control. She didn’t want to act against him and reveal that she was doing so. At the same time, she had to be careful she didn’t let him overpower her.
“Is that a problem for you?” Jayna asked.
“No problem, but I assume that the Aguelon the king is searching for is related to you?”
“My brother,” Jayna said.
William leaned back, smiling tightly. “A brother. A brother who was imprisoned in one of the most dangerous places within the kingdom. A brother who—”
“You found him?”
Jayna had remained in Lodeth’s palace and was willing to work for him, for this reason: information about Jonathan. The king claimed to be looking for information, but always told her he hadn’t found anything yet.
William smiled tightly. “It is what I do.”
Jayna leaned forward, cocking her head to the side. “Is that right? From what I can tell, you didn’t know there was a dangerous power in the kingdom.”
William surprised her by laughing. It was a clean, rich sound that exploded from him jubilantly. “Very good. I heard you had a certain strength to you. I was hoping I would get to see it for myself, and you wouldn’t try to keep it from me.”
“Considering I know nothing about you, except that you seem to know where my brother is, I think it makes little difference.”
“Most people from the capital know the name William Range.”
“I’m not most people,” she quipped.
“No. You are a girl barely in her twenties, an Academy dropout who forced her way back into the Society through sheer force of will, but you have access to something greater, don’t you?” His face was expressionless, but she could feel the self-satisfied smile lurking behind his neutrality.
He knew about her. He knew the truth. How much had he revealed to Lodeth? And how had he come by this information in the first place? She wanted to argue with him, press him for answers, but the man claimed he’d found Jonathan. If that was true, she needed that information.
“Maybe I do,” Jayna said, deciding not to deny his claim, “but maybe I have specific enchantments. The likes of which you obviously possess.”
He regarded her for a long moment, then he got to his feet. He tipped his head politely. “It has been a pleasure meeting you, Ms. Aguelon.” He started toward the door.
“That’s it? You aren’t going to say anything more?”
“I got what I wanted.”
“What about my brother?”
“What about him?”
“If you know where he is, I would like him freed. That was the deal I made with the king.”
“It was,” William acknowledged.
Without another word, he left the room and closed the door behind him.
Jayna stood in place, seething.
That man knew where to find her brother.
Why had Lodeth withheld this from her? To ensure she continued to serve him, no doubt. That was almost enough reason for her to choose not to serve, to chase down William, use her Toral power, and force him to share what he knew.
Almost enough.
She would play these games a little longer.
Jayna left the king’s private meeting quarters. She went about her day, simply going through the motions of her meetings, barely able to keep focus. She had her task, and now she had something else she needed to understand. She would need to convince William to share what had happened to Jonathan.
As the day went on, Jayna became increasingly angry.
By the time she ran into Karina late in the day, she was in no mood to talk to her. “How did you get Lodeth to promote you within the Society?” Karina asked without preamble. “I’ll make you suffer for taking my place.”
“Suffer? What are you, some sort of storybook villain?” She snorted. “I have no interest in the Society. At least, I have no interest in having any sort of power within the Society. I know someone as power hungry as you might find it difficult to believe, but some of us don’t really care for that sort of thing.”
She started to push past Karina, but the woman grabbed her arm.
Jayna immediately called upon her Toral magic, feeling the familiar cold in her arm. Before she could stop herself, she knew she had drawn too much power, the telltale spots of darkness shimmering across her eyesight, but she didn’t care enough to hold herself back. When Karina touched her arm, irritation flared within her. She pushed the magic out, forcing Karina to step away from her.
“Do not lay your hands on me again,” Jayna said.
She released the Toral power and realized she had almost lost herself for a moment.
She shouldn’t lash out at anybody in the palace, especially given that she had revealed the depths of dark magic within the Society. Someone might easily point a finger of accusation at Jayna herself.
Karina glowered at her. “You would attack me here?”
“I’m not attacking anyone,” Jayna said. “You grabbed me.”
She strode past Karina, deciding in the moment she needed to get out of the palace.
She hurried through the halls, ignoring servants—though she thought she caught sight of Peltar at one time—and made it through the main gate. Once out in the city, the tension that had been building began to fade. She couldn’t react the way she had, especially not with Karina. If she was going to free brother, she had to build alliances within the palace.
A nagging doubt swelled at the back of her mind, something that reminded her of what she’d felt around William. He had some kind of magic that she couldn’t explain.
William Range.
She had a name. Now what she needed were answers. There was one person who might be able to help her, but Eva was distracted.
She could go to Char—and given what Lodeth had asked of her, she probably needed to speak with him anyway—but not yet. Char had his own issues, especially now that the Society was trying to organize around him, and he was trying to keep himself at the forefront of it. If she did as Lodeth bid, she ran the risk of interfering with Char and subverting what he might be able to do.
Char deserved better than that.
Which meant she had to go to Eva.
She fished into her pocket and pulled out her enchanted coin. She pushed a hint of power to the coin, feeling the way that it reverberated. “Eva, if you’re out there somewhere, I need to have some words with you.”
After a time, there came an echo, and the voice gradually cleared until she could hear it easily.
“I’m in the market,” she said.
There was something about the way Eva had said the market that bothered her. There was only one market where Eva would be spending her time. She had found herself drawn to the dular marketplace where enchantments were sold. Enchantments like the one that had carried her down to the smoking pit.
As she made her way toward Eva, she shifted her focus to the linking spell with Char. Awareness of him remained in her mind, but there was something else. There was still the pressure, the resistance, suggesting that whatever William Range had done when she was using her Toral ability remained out there, as if he were continuing to press upon her, as if he wanted her to know what he was capable of.
She focused on her Toral magic and cast the magic ball spell in hopes of protecting herself from whatever influence William might be trying to exact upon her. Jayna didn’t know if she was making something out of nothing, but if he did work for a member of the Sul’toral, she’d rather be cautious.
Jayna reached the market by late afternoon, feeling tired, frustrated, and badly in need of a glass of wine. Despite her irritation, however, she noticed she had reached her destination without incident, and when a pair of soldiers she passed nodded to her, she realized why. She was wearing her cloak baring Lodeth’s crest. For future trips into the city, she considered it might be wise to abandon the cloak to keep herself from standing out.
Jayna didn’t have to meander long before she found Eva, smoke drifting gently off her as she wandered from booth to booth. When Jayna headed for her, Eva turned to meet her.
Jayna laughed. “You found me,” she said.
“Well, you called, so I suspected you needed something.”
“Why here? Do you need more enchantments?”
“I have enough enchantments,” Eva said. “I was just curious what else I might find.”
Jayna couldn’t help thinking Eva was on a search for something specific, but she didn’t want to pry. Eva would tell her in time. “Have you ever heard the name William Range?” she asked.
Eva squinted and shook her head. “Why?”
“Because he was in a meeting earlier today,” Jayna said, keeping her voice low and glancing around to ensure no one was listening in.
People from all over mingled among the stalls, haggling over prices, or lost in their own conversations, making the market an ideal place for a private conversation. Jayna caught sight of the simple robes of the Galdath people, the fancier silken clothing of the Shiraon, and the heavy wool of the Bol. Many of the people here also had enchantments upon them, something she wouldn’t have noticed in the past but of which she was becoming increasingly aware as she used her Toral power more.
“Jayna?” Eva said.
Jayna shook herself out of her distraction. “He, this William Range, has some sort of magic,” she said. “A way of detecting that I’m using my power,” she said, holding her hand up slightly, and twisting the ring on her finger. “I’m not sure what kind of power he has, but I don’t think he’s part of the Society. If he was, he wouldn’t have been able to pick up on my Toral magic quite as easily as he did.” At least, she didn’t think so.
“Are you sure it’s a specific kind of power, not just some enchantment?”
“If it was some kind of enchantment there would have been a sign of it.”
“So, you think this man has some kind of power, but you don’t know the source of it, and you want me to look into him? Is that it?”
“I would like you to dig and see what you might be able to come up with,” Jayna said. “But I don’t want you to get into any trouble.”
“Oh, is that all?”
“I mean…”
The coin began to vibrate, and Jayna heard the faint sound of Topher’s voice. She frowned, pulling it to her ear so she could hear him.
“Jayna?” Topher said. “I think the two of you are nearby, I can feel you close to me.”
Jayna held the coin out and she turned, looking around the marketplace. She knew the coin had started out as a tracking device, but Topher had continued to perfect his enchantments, and turned it into something more.
“What is it?”
“It’s Nelar,” he said. “We’re going to need your help. There’s going to be an attack.”
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JAYNA FOCUSED ON THE COIN, everything else around her forgotten. Nelar had become a home as much as any place could, especially given her role in disrupting the Society outpost and their checks upon the dular. There was a very real possibility that something that happened in Nelar might be tied to her.
Eva grimaced, and smoke trailed along the ground. “I know where he is,” she said, her voice low. “Why does he make it so difficult for us?”
“I don’t have a sense that he intends to make it difficult. I just think this is Topher.” As she followed Eva, Jayna couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something pulling upon her. She looked around and felt that same strange uncertainty she’d been feeling in the back of her mind all day.
William Range. His name drifted through her mind like a warning. She needed to know more about him before he managed to act against her.
They found Topher near the edge of the market, standing between a pair of booths, just outside the entrance to an alley, shadows stretching behind him. Jayna cast a quick detection spell as they approached him to see if anyone was hidden among the shadows. They didn’t need anyone listening in.
Maybe having a conversation out in the street wasn’t as wise as she had thought.
Topher smoothed his hands down his shirt, looking far more distinguished than most within the market often did. A broad smile crossed his chiseled face as they approached him. Jayna knew that smile was for Eva, but she paid no attention to it.
“Well?” she asked, looking around briefly before turning her attention back to Topher. “What is it about Nelar?”
“I don’t think we should talk here,” he said. “I want to sit down.”
“Topher?”
He stepped forward, and she saw him limping. That was new.
Jayna hurried over to him and pressed her hand against his chest, tracing a quick pattern. It was a simple one, sorcery, which she didn’t fear using here in the city—especially now that she was supposedly part of the Society.
As she traced the spell, pushing power through him, she felt an injury to his hip, his shoulder, and something deeper. Liver?
She frowned at Topher. “What happened?”
“Again, I don’t want to have this conversation here,” he said, and there was a hint of steel in his voice.
He seemed afraid, though not for himself.
Jayna glanced over to Eva. “What do you think?”
“We should bring him back to my place,” Eva said.
Topher grinned at her, and Jayna shook her head. “Don’t get any thoughts in your head.”
“What sort of thoughts are those?”
“I know exactly what kind of thoughts they are.”
She and Eva slipped their arms around Topher, helping him walk. He hobbled, far more injured than he was letting on at first. And as he did, she could feel something pushing through him. Whatever had attacked him was still inside him.
While Eva determined their route, Jayna concentrated on watching for signs of anyone following.
She leaned close to Topher. “Who did this?”
“I didn’t see them,” he said.
“Was it in the market?”
“Gods, no,” he said, sweeping his gaze around him. “I came here because I knew that it would be safer. If anybody came after me here, I could hide, or there would at least be witnesses. I thought I might be able to stay tucked away. And…”
“And what?”
“I don’t know what happened. I lost them, but I was trying to figure out who they were so I could give you more information.”
“You did fine,” she said. “You could’ve told me you were in trouble though. We would’ve come to help.”
Jayna was surprised when she noticed the look Eva was giving Topher. She looked irritated, but there was more than that. There was worry lingering in Eva’s gaze.
The three of them hobbled through the market, Topher nodding to the dular merchants as they passed each booth. Jayna wasn’t surprised that he knew many of these people. Topher had a connection to the dular and had taken it upon himself with single-minded purpose.
When they reached the edge of the market, Jayna focused, creating a magic ball, and using the Toral magic to seal all three of them inside. She felt Eva’s power, though far more discreetly than was typical, adding to the spell to solidify it.
“We need to mask what we’re doing,” Jayna said.
“I am masking it,” Eva said. “The only ones aware of it are you and Topher. Well, and me obviously.”
“How can you mask it?” Topher asked.
Eva slowly breathed out a hint of smoke, and rather than snapping at him as she usually would, she sent more of the smoke swirling out and around Topher. “I used a diffuse connection here, and there should be no way anybody outside of this pattern, the one that Jayna has sealed around us, would be able to detect what we’re doing. To them, it looks like nothing.”
“Now that we’re away from any listening ears, why don’t you tell me what’s going on,” Jayna said. “You said it had to do with Nelar. What is it?”
“I was doing what I told you I was going to do. I want to stay connected to the dular, but I also wanted to see how things were going in Nelar. I was just asking questions, and…”
“And what?” Eva snapped.
Topher looked at her, his grin faltering. “And that’s it. I don’t know what happened. I didn’t see who attacked me. Had I not had your recommended enchantments on me, Eva, I don’t know if I would’ve been able to escape.”
Eva had helped Topher acquire enchantments? Jayna had had no idea Eva was so involved with Topher’s safety.
“I didn’t think anybody would jump me, but enchanters aren’t treated well in this city.”
“It depends on what kind of questions you’re asking,” Eva said. “Nelar is darker than most realize. There is an undercurrent of rot here.”
“Rot?” Jayna asked.
She had allowed herself to get caught up in the politics of the palace, almost to the point of abandoning everything else she knew she was supposed to be doing. She had tried to stay connected, trying to stay caught up in everything happening around her, but she had been so tied up in everything else that she had not been paying attention to what she should have been.
“If you’d leave your perfect little palace, you might sense it.”
Eva stopped.
Jayna hadn’t been paying attention to where they were going and realized only now that they were on a street lined with small stone homes. Many of the windows were lit, and smoke swirled from the chimneys. The street itself was narrow so no wagons could make their way through, and the buildings were tightly packed, though there were small walkways between each home. Jayna hadn’t been out to Eva’s home in quite some time.
“You’re staying here?”
“I could’ve gone to the palace, but somebody didn’t want me there,” Eva said. “Somebody seems to think I would be better able to find information outside the palace. Somebody thought learning secrets would be easier if I didn’t appear so connected to the kingdom.”
“And somebody still thinks that,” Jayna said. “Somebody still thinks you can acquire more information than others might, but that somebody also has her own difficulties within the palace.”
“Would the two of you stop?” Topher asked. “My side hurts, and…”
His head lolled forward.
They hurried him into Eva’s home, and she placed a circle of smoke around the door, locking them inside. As soon as they were inside, Jayna laid Topher down on the plush sofa resting in front of the fireplace. She hurriedly traced a pattern over Topher’s chest and pushed a bit of sorcery into it, activating the pattern. Immediately, she felt something.
He was weakening.
She focused the back of her mind on the linking spell and pushed power into it. “Char, I’m going to need your help here. Either you can come here, or you can guide me through the healing I need to do.”
She felt a moment of emptiness while she waited, unsure of whether Char would answer.
“What is it?”
“Can you feel what I feel?”
She again pushed through the pattern that she had created, activating that energy so Char might be able to detect what she was doing. For a moment, there was nothing. Then there came another surge in the linking spell, and she could feel Char there, almost as if he were present in the back of her mind.
“What happened to him?”
“I don’t know, but we need to help him quickly. I can feel him starting to fade,” Jayna said.
Topher’s heartbeat had slowed, and breathing had become shallow. She worried if they waited too much longer Topher would fade away entirely.
She could feel a hint of Char’s awareness in the back of her mind, as if he were pulling upon the linking spell. Char generally left the linking spell alone, but this time she felt a flow of his sorcery moving through her.
Jayna kept her focus on how Char used his spells. She didn’t have the same skill with healing that Char did, but she wanted to learn how to do something similar in case she ever needed to heal without his help.
“Not like that,” she heard Char say in the back of her mind.
“What am I doing wrong?”
“So much,” Char said.
She paused, her hands frozen in place. “If I’m doing something wrong, how am I supposed to know how to do it the right way?”
“It’s more a matter of how you place your hands. I need you to change position, and from there you can alter how you let it flow from you.”
Change position. She would show Char how to change position when she saw him next, but she didn’t argue with him. Topher needed her help.
This was not about her pride, nor was it about her ability. Char had trained extensively for situations like this and was the right person to guide her in giving Topher the help he needed.
Topher moaned and she traced a quick spell over him, then pressed it down through him.
She could feel Char in the back of her mind objecting to the way she was using the spell, but she wasn’t about to let Topher fade just because she was arguing with Char about the right pattern to use in the moment.
As she pushed energy through Topher, she could feel the injuries.
“How did he get so hurt?”
Char’s surprise radiated through the linking spell across the distance between them. It surged within her, and she felt he was trying to assert within her mind. It left her wondering whether he might be able to draw fully upon the linking spell to completely possess her.
It was a dangerous thought. If that was a possibility of the linking spell, though, somebody might be able to use the spell for nefarious purposes.
“We don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know what happened to him.”
“Well, I don’t see any obvious external injuries, everything is internal, and significant. I can fix the bone injuries fairly easily, but it’s those to his liver, his spleen, and his lungs that are going to be more complicated. This would be so much easier if I was there with you, but I don’t think I could make it in time,” Char said.
Jayna could feel Char’s surge of concern mingling with her own. If they did nothing or waited too long, they wouldn’t be able to protect Topher from this strange injury. Nearby, Eva’s irritation was evident form the smoke swirling around her, though she said nothing.
“What I need for you to do is place your hand near his head. I need you to trace out a series of shapes like this,” Char said, and there came a flare in the back of her mind, one that she suddenly remembered from the spell books Char had lent her. This was a basic spell pattern, but the way he created it, the way it built up, was unfamiliar. Char was writing in a language she didn’t understand. When he had spoken about how spells were like learning a language where letters built into words, turning into sentences, building into something more, she hadn’t taken his meaning, but now she did. This felt like a full-on sentence, but that wasn’t what worried her. It was the complexity of what he was asking her to do.
From the sentence, he instructed her to create a paragraph, layering it the outside of Topher’s fallen, motionless form. And even as she started to trace it out, she wasn’t sure it was going to be fast enough, effective enough.
“You have to believe you can do it,” Char’s voice came through her. She could imagine him sitting across from her, looking into her eyes, and encouraging her to keep going.
And so she did.
She let him guide her, using the unfamiliar-to-her language, following his writing without question. It flowed within her mind, the letters taking hold, and she started to see something more within it. Jayna was aware of the shape, the patterns, and though she was not the expert in the way Char was, her time studying on the road to the capital had helped her.
She followed Char’s instructions and detected the power shifting inside him, though she wasn’t entirely certain what she was doing.
“Is that it?” Jayna asked as the pattern took hold.
Char pushed power through her, asserting more control over the connection. Jayna instinctively tried to block it, though she removed the block when she calmed and remembered she wasn’t in danger.
“What I want for you to do is to push just a hint of sorcery into the spell,” Char said. “You don’t need much, and you need to be cautious with how you approach it. When you do this, you will feel the initial layering of power, and from there you can…”
“I know how this works,” Jayna said.
She pulled away from their connection just a little bit, not wanting the distraction of Char in the back of her mind telling her how to use the linking spell. She focused on it, feeling the energy, and began to push the hint of her connection outward.
Slowly. It was slow. It was always slow.
This kind of magic was exacting, so different than the kind of brutal and explosive power that she was accustomed to using, but there was something helpful knowing what she needed to do here. There was something delicate about it, but within that delicacy there was a significant burst of energy. That she knew how to control.
As she worked, she recognized the key to it and how activating one aspect of the spell triggered others. That was a new realization. Just a few weeks ago she would never have made that connection, but…
“Jayna?”
Char’s voice came through the linking spell again, and she realized she’d been sitting immobile, marveling at her own ingenuity rather than focusing on what Topher needed. She pushed a touch of her sorcery into the spell again, activating it once more. She felt the letters start to solidify, the energy started to form, and then the power bloomed.
She created a pale blue dome over him, and slowly it pressed down, working its way through Topher, through his chest and down toward the floor, but it stopped and hovered inside of him.
“Now you have to constrict it,” Char said. “This part is going to be the trickiest—and the most important. What I want for you to do is to hold onto what you can, the connection you have, and I want for you to let that energy flow outward. But do it in a way that’s just as steady and delicate as what you used before. Do you think you can do that?”
Jayna focused on how she could constrict the spell down as he requested. Doing so would be tricky, forging a connection she hadn’t attempted before. It was going to require a deft, delicate touch.
“This would be so much easier if you were here,” she muttered.
“But I’m not,” Char said. “And you’re lucky you caught me between meetings. If you hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to help at all.”
Jayna smiled to herself. She knew very well that Char would’ve excused himself from his meeting and helped her.
“Do you think you can reach across and use me?”
“Jayna—”
“Char, I can feel what you’re asking me to do, but it’s beyond my capability. I understand my own deficiencies, and for me to try to use this power to help Topher,” she breathed a sigh, “I can’t.”
Topher had stabilized. Now, it was a matter of trying to do something to fix him. The spell Char was asking her to perform was far too complex for Jayna. As much as she wanted to offer Topher what help she could, she didn’t think anything she could offer would make a difference.
“I don’t think the linking spell works that way,” Char said.
She laughed. “I don’t think the linking spell is supposed to be able to do this either, but we’ve modified it. What I want for you to do is to try to reach across the distance and use me.”
Char didn’t argue with her, for which Jayna was grateful. She felt him connecting across the distance, holding onto the linking spell, and bridging the connection. As he did, Char became more present in her mind.
“I want to try something,” Jayna said. “So why don’t you just wait there, and you can feel what I do?”
Sorcery wasn’t going to bridge them any better than they already were, certainly not any better than Char had done, but if she used the Toral magic, she might be able to try something different.
As she did, the energy started to surge, glowing and growing until it was as if she were sitting next to Char. Jayna hoped this wouldn’t be a permanent change. She didn’t need Char’s constant presence in her mind.
“This shouldn’t be possible,” Char said.
“I know it shouldn’t be possible, but we’re changing things, aren’t we?”
“Jayna…”
“Just help Topher.”
Char took hold of the spell, controlling it in a way Jayna knew she wouldn’t have been able to. Char used a delicate touch, like she knew was needed, but there was something about the way he was touching. There was a tapping, a delicate, rhythmic sense as he triggered each aspect of the spell. Char was choosing a different pattern than she would have.
As much as she wanted to question him to try to understand what he was doing, how he had such control, she said nothing. She didn’t want to risk interfering with Char’s control of the pattern.
Gradually, as Char worked, she could feel the spell starting to constrict.
How had Char ever thought she’d be able to do this?
It worked slowly, starting to ease its way inward. The rhythmic nature continued; squeezing, building outward, squeezing again. Each time it did, she could feel energy constrict inward. Char held onto the power she was providing and manipulated it to help Topher.
The pattern continued to build.
When she was younger, Jayna’s parents had insisted she learn to play the lute, thinking she needed a creative outlet. She hadn’t taken lessons for very long, but many aspects of them stayed with her, and what Char was doing was like playing an instrument, tapping on the pattern in a way that was almost musical. She marveled at his deft control, making it look so simple, but she knew it was incredibly complicated.
Jayna knew there were sorcerers with incredible skill—she had fought against them—but she had never seen anything like this. Her own skill came as brute strength built from her experience, and through the Toral magic augmented by the blood stone. Char’s strength was entirely different. With his skillful touch, he managed to make Topher’s healing look easy when she could tell it was anything but.
The spell constricted rapidly. She thought that maybe Char had done something wrong, but while it constricted the spell layered into Topher’s injuries, causing him to suck in a sharp breath.
“That’s it,” Char said. “He’ll recover.”
“Thank you.”
“That was at least partly you,” Char said.
Jayna knew that wasn’t true, but she appreciated Char saying it and trying to make her feel as if she had been a useful part of this.
“Are you aware of my thoughts as we connect?” she asked him.
“Are you aware of mine?”
Jayna thought about it. “I’m not, but I didn’t want you to know what I was thinking.”
“I don’t think any linking spell would permit someone to know thoughts. It’s a connection. That’s all.”
Char certainly seemed to believe it was about connecting and nothing more, but she wondered whether such a connection would permit control, but that wasn’t her real fear. Her real fear was that the linking spell would allow Char to know her thoughts. There would be power in that. But then, a spell like this required both parties to be a part of it. Both of them had placed the linking spell, and both of them had solidified it over time, making it stronger.
“I really do need to get back to my meetings,” Char said. “Can I come and find you later?”
“You probably need to. There’s something King Lodeth asked of me. He found Jonathan,” she said.
“If he knows where he is, why would he hold that from you?”
“To force me to serve,” she said.
“I’ll find you later,” he said. “Tell Topher I’m glad he’ll be okay.”
With that, the connection between them faded.
But it was different this time; she was still aware of Char far more than she had been before. It was like a presence in the back of her mind, as if there was another entity there, but it didn’t call out to her, it was just there.
She pushed the awareness of him further into the depths of her mind.
“Hey there, Jayna.”
She looked down at Topher, and she smiled in relief. “Good to see you.”
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TOPHER SAT SLUMPED in the chair. With his color returned, he looked better than he had when they had brought him back to the home. The inside of the home was warm, and Eva worked to build a fire. Jayna took a deep breath, noting a hint of a floral fragrance, and realized there were bundles of flowers set into vases all around the home.
Topher blinked. “We need to go back to Nelar,” he said.
“Why don’t we start with what happened to you?”
“Nothing really happened,” Topher said, waving his hand. “Somebody surprised me. It won’t happen again.”
“I think it might,” Eva said, crouching in front of the fire, smoke trailing from her fingers, working its way into the fire itself.
“I was just asking a few questions in the market. I thought I might find something, you know? Unfortunately, I think I dug too deep.”
“Who did this?”
“I didn’t really get a good look. As far as I know, it was three men. Maybe women. But I didn’t get a good look at them.” He glanced over to Eva and a hint of a smile formed on his lips. “You know I would never say a woman couldn’t jump me. Or get the jump on me, I mean…”
Jayna tapped him on the hand, and Topher tore his gaze away from Eva, a pathetic longing burning in his eyes. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what you experienced?”
“I told you what I experienced,” he said. “I was in the market, as I have been lately. I’ve been looking for answers, but I couldn’t find anything. I thought I might be able to get some answers about what was going on, but I didn’t.”
“You must’ve found something,” Eva said, glancing back at him.
“Well, I did find something, but nothing about the city. It was about Nelar. I was trying to understand why there were so many enchantments being shipped to Nelar, but—”
“What enchantments?” Jayna asked.
Topher closed his eyes for a moment before glancing in Eva’s direction. “Eva told me to start paying attention to patterns. She thought that was going to be significant. I think she was right.”
Jayna turned to Eva. “Patterns?”
Smoke swirled briefly around Eva. “He has the connections, and I can follow them to make out patterns that might help us.”
“And I’ve been looking into patterns,” Topher repeated. He sat up and pressed his hands down at his sides. He winced for a moment. Jayna was tempted to try to use a spell again, testing whether or not he was injured, but he shook his head as if waving her away. “There haven’t been many, but there was a large shipment of explosive enchantments leaving the city, all going to Nelar. I wanted to know more about it, so I asked. That’s when I was jumped.”
Explosive enchantments.
That wasn’t good.
There was enough difficulty with Nelar as it stood, and Jayna couldn’t imagine what more might be going on. She hadn’t been able to determine anything so far. Of course, Jayna hadn’t been digging as much as she should have been. That was probably a mistake.
She saw Eva move back toward the fire, seat herself, and watch the flames build.
“Do you know anything about this enchantment?”
Topher reached into his pocket and fished around until he brought a small, enchanted item out of his pocket.
“I know it doesn’t look like much but trust me. I saw it working. There is a lot of power packed into this.”
Jayna held the enchantment. He wasn’t wrong. It was small, a square the size of her thumbnail, with exquisitely intricate markings. She pushed a hint of her Toral magic toward the enchantment, but Topher swatted her arm.
“Don’t!”
She frowned at him and withdrew her power. “How did you know what I was doing?”
“Did you see what I was doing?” he asked.
Jayna shook her head, staring at the enchantment. “I didn’t see anything. I was just trying to test it.”
“Well, why don’t you test it outside of the city. Trust me, you don’t want to be anywhere near that when it explodes.”
“What is the effect?” Eva asked, suddenly interested.
“It tore through a few buildings. It’s powerful,” he said, his voice growing quiet. “Almost too powerful. I don’t know why anybody would make an enchantment like that.”
“You’ve seen why people would make enchantments like that,” Jayna said, resisting the urge to test the enchantment.
“How many of these were sent to Nelar?”
“Boxes,” he said. “Boxes upon boxes. I can’t imagine how the enchanters made so many. They must’ve been working for a very long time. Weeks. Months even.”
“If it was an enchanter,” Jayna said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Topher asked. “They were traded in the market, and I saw some of them, and followed them and—”
Jayna raised a hand and shook her head. “Look at the intricacy of the design,” she said. “This is a telltale sign of sorcery.”
Topher leaned forward and blinked before rubbing a knuckle into his eye. “I didn’t even pay attention to it. I thought since it was in the market, it was a dular enchantment.”
“Dular don’t make anything quite like this,” Jayna said. She leaned back, cupping the explosive in her palm. “So, who is who is doing this, and why?”
Even though she asked, she thought she knew why.
It was a play for power. It had to be. Nelar had already gone through something similar and had dealt with the fighting between the dular and the Society. This seemed to Jayna to be one more attempt for one side or the other to gain an upper hand.
“We need to get those boxes,” she said.
“We?” Eva said, raising a brow. “Why do you need to have a role in this?”
“Because we don’t need Nelar destroyed.”
“I didn’t realize you were hoping to involve yourself in politics.”
“I’m not…”
But that was exactly what she was talking about doing. What was the Society but a political group? They’d been searching for power, using their influence, so it was hard to deny she had been avoiding the political side of things.
And with everything she had been a part of, everything she had seen, she started to question whether or not her role as a Toral was designed to keep her out of politics. Wasn’t everything she had seen tied to power? The Sul’toral certainly embedded themselves within the Society, using that as a base to exert even greater control.
How many others were like that?
Eva went to the kitchen and pulled a bottle of wine out of one of the cupboards, closing the door quickly, but not before Jayna caught the glint of a dozen or more bottles. She scanned the kitchen and noted it looked neatly maintained. There were no dishes on the counter, no food remains, nothing to make her think Eva wasn’t taking care of herself. Then again, Topher might be the one who was keeping the home neat and tidy allowing Eva to continue her wine drinking ways.
“If you want a glass of wine, I’m going to get a different bottle.”
“You don’t want to offer me the good stuff?”
“This was difficult for me to acquire,” Eva said.
Jayna snorted. “I see. I’m not deserving of it then.”
She shrugged. “Not entirely, but I will permit you to have a glass. Maybe just a taste.”
Topher got to his feet and looked between them. “Are either of you hungry? I think it was the healing, but I’m famished. I think we have enough food for me to make a shepherd’s pie, but it might take a while. Would you stay long enough for me to bake for you?” he finished, looking pointedly at Jayna.
Jayna knew she probably needed to get back to the palace. Then again, Topher was a good cook and having a meal away from the palace was appealing. She smiled at him. “If Eva won’t tempt me with wine, I could be tempted with food.”
“I told you I wasn’t going to tempt you,” Eva said. “At least, not with anything that costs too much.”
Jayna leaned back in her chair. “You do realize I have access to far better vintages within the palace, right? You would probably die if you saw Lodeth’s cellar. It’s quite impressive.”
Eva uncorked the wine. “If you are going to torment me, the least you could do is bring me a bottle. Anything older than fifteen years would be wonderful, though I suspect anything in Lodeth’s cellar would be delicious.”
“Oh, it is. Trust me.”
Eva sniffed and sent a surge of heat exploding within the hearth. With the distraction, Jayna slipped the explosive enchantment that Topher had found into her pocket. She would study it more later. In the meantime, she wanted to understand how Char had sent power through her and thought she might find answers in Eva’s spell books. She grabbed one and flipped through it, skimming the pages.
Having downtime from meetings and obligations was a relief and Jayna was in no hurry to get back to any of it. She sat in the chair next to the fire, feeling the warmth radiating from it, the crackling heat that seemed to be present anytime she was around Eva. She wondered if Eva actually wanted the heat or if she needed to repower herself, such as it was, or if there was another reason for the fire. Eva often had used her power excessively, and Jayna had rarely seen her needing to recharge, but she knew heat was the key to replenishing her power.
Topher puttered around in the kitchen, humming softly to himself.
Jayna breathed out a heavy sigh. She looked up from the spell book resting open in her lap and frowned at Eva. “You haven’t been talking,” she noted.
Eva turned, a glass of wine perched in her hand. Jayna was pleased to see she hadn’t finished the bottle. At least not yet. It had been a long time since Eva had polished off an entire bottle of wine, though Jayna knew that part of Eva that still remained.
“I’m not sure what there is for me to say,” Eva said.
“I’d like to talk about what we intend to do.”
Eva finished her wine, setting the glass down for only a moment before emptying the bottle into it. She lifted the bottle to her eye, staring into the opening before setting it back down.
“I’m not exactly sure there is anything for us to talk about. You’re concerned about Nelar, but that’s not our responsibility, Jayna.”
“We made it our responsibility,” she said.
“You made it your responsibility,” Eva said. “But that doesn’t mean it is.”
“Eva…”
“No,” Eva said. “You were tasked with chasing dark sorcery.”
“I was, but now I don’t know what I’m supposed to do since I can’t reach Ceran—”
“Do you need for him to tell you what you need to be doing?” Eva arched a brow. “I would have thought you were fully capable of deciding for yourself what assignments you need. Perhaps I was wrong.”
“You weren’t wrong,” Jayna said, shaking her head. “It’s just that…”
Jayna wasn’t entirely sure what it was. Perhaps it was that she had been distracted. By service to Lodeth. By the Society. By searching for answers about Jonathan.
She looked over to the kitchen. “Maybe we deal with this danger and let Topher go back to Nelar. First the pit and strange creatures, now this. It’s dangerous here.”
“We could all go back to Nelar,” Eva said.
“I need to stay. At least a little longer.”
“Then we all stay. He’s been through enough adversity on his own,” she said.
“Adversity that he’s managed to overcome without any complications,” Jayna pointed out.
“So far.”
Jayna smiled inwardly. Eva was concerned about Topher, though she wasn’t going to admit it. Jayna understood. How could she not? She shared her concern about Topher and knew he tended to get himself into situations he was better off avoiding.
“What do you think of what he told us about Nelar?”
Eva shrugged. “I think it’s no concern to us what the Society and the dular do to each other.”
Jayna knew Eva didn’t feel that way. Especially if the Society caused the full destruction of Nelar, which seemed likely if Topher was right about those enchantments.
Jayna closed the book on her lap. “One of us needs to track down the enchantments that have left the city.”
“Perhaps we do,” Eva said, not taking her gaze away from the fire.
“But you aren’t going to?”
“I don’t think that’s my responsibility,” Eva responded.
“And what is your responsibility? I haven’t heard you talk much about what you intend to do since you returned from your little excursion.”
Jayna knew she had to tread carefully. She wasn’t sure what Eva had done when she disappeared. She’d gone looking for information about what it meant for her to be Ashara, but she hadn’t shared that with Jayna. Perhaps she never would.
“I still feel like there are answers outside of the city,” Eva said softly. “That smoke…”
“You think it’s tied to the Ashara?”
“Somehow,” Eva said. “I don’t understand it, and wish I had someone else to ask, but I don’t. So, it’s up to me to figure it out.”
Jayna sensed the anguish in Eva’s voice.
“I could have Lodeth look.”
Eva shook her head. “I don’t need anybody digging into this until we know more ourselves.”
Jayna debated whether or not to argue but decided it was for the best not to. Besides, Eva was right. It might be better for them to keep details about the Ashara to themselves, at least until they had a better sense of what the Ashara might do, where they were, and what purpose they had.
“Have you uncovered anything?” Jayna asked.
There was no doubt in her mind that Eva had been digging for information, trying to find answers about herself and her people. She wondered if Eva had found a Telluminder or a Master Byron. Knowing Eva, she probably had. Then again, Eva could use her magic to compel people to talk to her, even when they didn’t want to.
“Answers are more difficult here than they should be,” Eva said.
“I could help.”
“You can. The king should not.”
Jayna closed her eyes. “He wants me to infiltrate the Society.”
“You have already done that, haven’t you?”
“This is different,” she said. “He wants me to try to gain some standing within the Society.” She smiled to herself. “The only good part is that it irritates Karina.”
“And if you don’t do this?”
Despite having drank the whole bottle of wine, Jayna could see the biting curiosity of Eva’s gaze.
“He sent me a message. He has a man working with him—”
“This William you asked me about?”
Jayna nodded. “William Range. I don’t know who he is, only that he seems to know things. And he made a point of telling me about my brother, where he was imprisoned, and…” She shook her head. “Maybe it was all an act, but I couldn’t feeling he really does know what happened to Jonathan.”
“And now Lodeth has threatened you.”
“In a sense,” she said.
Eva laughed.
“Why is that so funny?”
“You stormed into the palace, and you didn’t think there would be any consequences.”
“That seems a bit harsh.”
“You’ve seen the battles to the east,” she said.
Jayna shrugged. She hadn’t seen them, but she’d certainly heard of them. “In a sense.”
“Then you should know the king is a man who has no qualms about ordering people to die. And you thought you could somehow go into his home, force his hand to your will, and he would do as you asked?”
Jayna naïvely had thought just that.
She liked to think of herself as intelligent, and often times she was. But she also tended to be shortsighted, something that often upset Jonathan. He wanted her to learn how to strategize. It was part of the reason he had always tried to play strategy games with her when he was a child. The same games Eva and Jayna had often played over the time they’d spent together, and even now Eva had a game board resting up against the hearth, as if waiting for Jayna’s return so they could resume their regular strategy sessions.
“Lately, I’ve been so caught up in trying to barrel ahead, trying to get answers, that I haven’t been slowing down and acting as intentionally as I need to.”
“Because of Ceran,” Eva said.
“Because of his absence,” Jayna corrected.
“I’m not so sure his absence matters that much,” Eva said. “At least, it doesn’t matter much to anyone but you. You’ve made it important.”
“Because it is important.”
“It’s important to you,” Eva repeated. “But what you’re talking about and what you are trying to understand are different things. You’ve gone looking for your brother. Now you stand a chance of accessing him. You must decide how you want to handle that. Strategy will be required.” Her gaze flicked to the game board resting near the hearth. “The other option is for you to decide how much you want to continue working for Ceran. I suspect you feel an obligation to him. Otherwise, you would’ve abandoned that ring long ago.”
Jayna didn’t think she could abandon the Toral ring. The ring was her way of connecting to Ceran, to his power, and it was a way of showing her Sul’toral that she was still there. She didn’t know how readily Ceran could connect to her or how much he knew about her specific uses of the Toral power, but she had long had a sneaking suspicion that he was at least aware of her drawing upon his power.
“I wouldn’t be able to do the things that I’ve done without it,” Jayna said, twisting the ring absentmindedly. There was a hint of the glowing bloodstone within, though it seemed faint. She hadn’t yet determined whether the bloodstone’s power was drained with each use of her Toral magic but didn’t think so.
“So now you have another objective,” Eva said.
“What’s your point?”
“My point is you have to decide what objective you care more about. Is it trying to find your brother? If so, then you need to do what Lodeth asks of you. Or do you care more about trying to understand Ceran? If that is your focus, then your time in the city is unnecessary. You don’t need to be here in order to find him. You need to chase dark sorcery, dark creatures, and try to track down other Sul’toral. Or perhaps neither of those are your objective. Maybe you have fallen in love with Nelar. And if that’s the case, then your objective needs to be to save the city from the explosive enchantments on their way there.”
“Does it have to be one or the other?” Jayna asked. She followed Eva’s gaze to the game board and thought of their games. Though Eva had mastered the strategy of the game, Jayna always felt as if she was frantically chasing her to keep up.
“There is always a priority, Jayna. You must find your priority. Is it your brother? Is it Nelar? Is it—”
“I get it,” Jayna said.
Eva regarded her for a long moment, before saying, “I just want to make sure that you know what’s important to you.”
“And what about you?”
“I know what’s important to me,” Eva said.
She waited, hoping that Eva would explain, that she would tell her what it was that was important to her, but she didn’t. Instead, Eva headed to the kitchen and poured herself another glass of wine. When she was done, she filled another glass and brought it over to Jayna.
“One of your crappy bottles?” Jayna asked.
“Of course,” Eva said. “I told you I wasn’t going to give you one of the good bottles.”
“And I won’t give you one from Lodeth either,” Jayna muttered.
Jayna stared at the fire, trying to sort out her priorities, but nothing came to her. She didn’t know what she wanted.
But Eva’s advice was good. Jayna knew it was. She needed to prioritize, though she didn’t know how she could. She wanted to protect Nelar from a danger, but how could she do that from here? She wanted to find Ceran, but so far, she had made no progress. And she wanted to find Jonathan. But which of those should she prioritize? How could she do everything? And if she tried, would she end up achieving nothing?
These thoughts plagued her as she sipped her wine. Her mind worked, chewing at the problem, but no answers came to her.
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THE CITY WAS QUIET. It was not nearly as vibrant or as active as Nelar. Perhaps that was why Jayna had been drawn to Nelar. There was an energy to it; something that seemed to come from the different personalities found within, personalities bonded by their roles within the city. The dular. The Sorcerers’ Society. Even the people who had no magic but were more than happy to purchase enchantments.
All of them contributed to the energy within Nelar, and all of them gave it a certain sense of vibrancy Jayna had always found appealing. There was a calm in the air. She didn’t mind that, but there were times when having something more, more energy and excitement, appealed to her.
Maybe that was just the wine talking. Eva had brought out several bottles, and Jayna had gone through several glasses. It was a mistake. She didn’t have Eva’s ability to clear the wine from her system. Eva could simply burn it off, she suspected.
It was time for her to get back to the palace. Though she didn’t necessarily want to return, she understood she couldn’t be out indefinitely. Lodeth would start to ask questions about why she had not returned, and he might turn to Karina for those answers. If she spent more nights out the palace than in, he might eventually push somebody else into the position he had asked of her.
Jayna wasn’t even sure if that was a problem for her. She didn’t know if she cared enough. But she did care about Jonathan. More than anything, and that thought kept with her. She cared about him, she cared what might happen, and she cared that he was gone.
Not just gone but imprisoned.
There had to be something that she could do for him. How could she help Jonathan, connect with Ceran, and protect Nelar?
Those thoughts plagued her as she made her way back toward the palace.
At one point, she caught a shadowy figure moving along the street and ducked into a nearby alley. Her mind was fuzzy with the wine, and she tried to keep focus but found it increasingly difficult. Maybe she shouldn’t have stayed with Eva as long as she had. Eva tended to drink more than Jayna could, and not only that, she also drank faster, which meant that Eva was often refilling Jayna’s glass, making it difficult for Jayna to assess how much she’d been drinking. She should stop drinking with Eva. She was a professional where Jayna was an amateur.
When the figure turned a corner, Jayna stepped forward.
She worried about returning to the palace like this. She had to be clearheaded for what she was doing, for what she might encounter. There were those like Karina who would like to push her out of her position. She needed to be more careful.
She paused, rubbing at her eyes.
Maybe she could burn off the wine.
There had to be some technique similar to what Eva could do that would allow Jayna to clear her mind with her sorcery or her Toral power. So, she focused. She began to feel cold burning and building, and she continued to draw upon it and let it fill her. Darkness fluttered at the edge of her vision.
Thankfully there was no one else around her. She had stopped near a temple, though she didn’t recognize which god it celebrated. She let the power flow, cold and touched by darkness.
Could she use that?
As she started to let the power build, the painful burning rising within her, she started to question whether or not it would make a difference.
Distantly, she was aware of a warning.
Cold exploded through her. There was the hint of darkness, that same hint of power she’d seen every time she called upon her Toral magic. It was trying to call to her, as if it was surging.
As if something was pushing it.
Jayna tamped it down, forcing it deep within her.
As she did, she tried to focus, trying to reach for something more.
Control was always elusive when it came to the Toral magic. She had learned she could use sorcery spells, adding to them with the Toral magic, augmenting one or the other, making them both far more potent than they had been otherwise. But in this case what she felt was something different. What she felt was a hint of power, an edge of energy, and she felt something that was pushing upon her, trying to guide her.
It was as if Ceran were there, though she knew he was not. Then again, when Ceran was there in the back of her mind, he never attempted to influence her. He offered opportunity. He came to meet with her, trying to answer questions, and to show her visions.
She looked around the street. Moonlight and the enchanted illuminations along the street gave her enough light to see. Jayna could make out the street but saw no sign of anybody here. She needed to be careful not to draw openly upon her Toral magic. If there were Sul’toral still in the city, they might recognize what she did, something Jayna knew she needed to be careful not to reveal until she was ready—and knew who she might have to face.
But it was working. Her Toral magic was burning off the intoxication. Maybe there was a healing spell.
She tugged on the linking spell between her and Char, and though it was more pronounced than it had been in quite some time, she couldn’t feel him in the back of her mind.
“Figures,” she muttered.
When she needed healing for herself, he wasn’t available.
She could try it anyway. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know healing spells. What he’d used on Topher might have been incredibly detailed and layered, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try something similar on herself.
She knew she had to be careful. Trying spells on herself had the potential for backfiring.
More than that, she needed to stop wasting time out in the streets. It really was time for her to return to the palace. She would need to meet with Char to discuss a strategy for gaining full access within the Society and taking on a greater role. He might actually approve of that. She should have said something when she’d connected to him while helping Topher, but they’d been distracted.
She pulled upon the linking spell again, but there was still no response.
He had to be ignoring her. She doubted he was injured. He could be in a meeting. He had talked about what he had been doing within the Society and how he had been spending his time in meetings while trying to structure the Society differently.
“Damn you, Char,” she cursed.
Once again, there was an emptiness, though for a moment she thought she felt his presence surge, but then it faded. Maybe she was calling upon too much right now. She was sending more power out from her than what she should. Maybe it was drawing on so much energy she couldn’t control it.
But it could be something else…
She shook her head. It was too easy to get lost in all the things that might have been.
Jayna let her awareness of the linking spell fill her. There had to be answers without wild speculation.
She stumbled.
She laughed to herself. She should’ve stayed with Eva.
She sat for a moment and looked around her before pulling herself to her feet. When she did, she saw a hint of movement in the distance. It was subtle, barely much of anything.
It was that shadow again. And she could feel something pushing on her. More than anything else, she was aware of the pushing, and it sent an alarm bell through her mind.
She sat in place trying to understand what she’d felt. Her mind raced, trying to work through what was going on, trying to come up with an answer. As she did, she drew upon her Toral magic again.
She needed it.
Her connection to Ceran—in fact, beyond Ceran, probably to Sarenoth—couldn’t be countered nearly so easily and would allow her to overpower the presence.
Distantly, she wondered when she had felt it before.
Inside of the palace. Around William.
Her breath caught. she ignored the warnings ringing in her mind as she decided to try a healing pattern on herself. She traced it on each side of her head, focusing on it, and then pushed just a small trailing of power outward. Had Char not guided her with Topher, she might not have known how to use such a faint tracing, but thankfully his instructions lingered.
A wave of cold worked through her. It was different than when she used her Toral magic, and suddenly the confusion lifted from her mind.
She blinked.
Had that worked?
She had known she could use healing magical herself, but she had found that doing so often led in dangerous directions, and she had been hesitant to do it in the past.
This time was different. This time, she had succeeded.
Had she not been worried about anybody lurking around her, she might have taken more time to celebrate.
She was clear now.
She ducked along the street, sliding near the buildings, and staying within the shadows the way Jonathan had taught her. She didn’t know if William was close by and didn’t want to draw too strongly upon her Toral magic to test for him.
She paused at an intersection, looking to the palace in the distance.
But her attention was drawn to a darkened shape moving along one of the nearby streets.
She stayed hidden.
It would have been easier to move with Eva. She would probably be able to shield them, to keep them hidden. Jayna knew some spells that might do the same thing, but they required too much concentration. Once more she found herself reaching through the linking spell to Char but had no sense from him.
She kept the shadowed figure in sight. This person was doing much the same as she was, hiding, slipping amongst the shadows, moving carefully quietly, but they seemed to do so without any sense of concern. There was no halting or pausing or anything to suggest worries about being exposed.
Maybe it wasn’t William.
He wouldn’t reveal his presence anyway.
William or not, she followed the figure.
The further she went, the more she questioned who it was she was following.
She rounded a corner and saw the shadowed form move toward a pair of people in the mouth of an alley. This was a strange section of the city, not too far from the market where she had found Eva and Topher earlier that day. In the distance, she could feel the strange undercurrent of the city and the power pushing upon her, though even that was faint.
The figures were talking, and Jayna stayed pushed up against one of the buildings. As she did, she stared, watching for any sign of magic. She probed, holding onto her Toral connection, feeling for the power, wondering if there might be something out there she could detect. Though she waited, paying close attention, nothing came through.
There was nothing out there.
Jayna noticed no sense of power—specifically, no sorcery—and nothing that pressed upon her the way she had felt within the palace. She traced a hint of a pattern and readied a spell to defend herself while watching the street. A surge of pressure suddenly touched her. Shadows swirled around her as if they had come alive.
She checked her ring, expecting its constriction to tell her of dark magic, but the ring didn’t change. And despite all of the power and pressure she felt, she could detect nothing else.
Just the shadows.
And the pressure.
Jayna started forward, focusing on it. She held onto her Toral connection, readying another spell, preparing to attack, when an explosion of power tossed her back.
She scrambled to her feet and raced forward to see what had happened.
She let her Toral magic fill her. It would be the easiest magic to draw upon right now, the least likely to cause any sort of danger. But as it filled her, she recognized there was something else within it. Something unsafe.
Jayna let an explosion of energy burst forth.
And while she had expected it to crash into nothing, there had been resistance pushing against her power.
The same sort of resistance she’d felt in the palace—and near William.
She hurried forward, stepping out of the shadows and into a shaft of moonlight. Enchanted lanterns lit the street, but she saw no sign of who was responsible for the resistance and pressure she felt. Looking around wildly, she noticed that the two figures who had been talking to who she assumed was William, were down. She raced forward, reaching the nearest of them.
She was an older woman, dark brown hair, dressed in a black cloak. A thief’s cloak. She was unmoving. Jayna checked for a pulse but found nothing. She checked her breathing, but there was none. She traced a quick pattern, testing for any sign of injury. There was nothing obvious on the woman, so Jayna used a healing spell to try to figure out what had happened. To her surprise, she detected similar injuries to what she had felt in Topher.
Liver. Spleen. Lungs.
She withdrew her hand and turned to the other person.
This, too, was a woman, though she had reddish hair, almost like Jayna’s.
She hurriedly traced a healing spell pattern, feeling the energy within her, and slowly began to press it into the woman, and then pushed it further. The red-haired woman had an injury unlike anything Jayna had detected before. The woman seemed internally mangled.
Had that been Topher, Jayna wouldn’t have been able to help him.
There was nothing she could do for either of these two.
Jayna sat back as she swept her gaze along the street. Could this have been William?
If so, why would Lodeth’s man have attacked these two? What had she gotten herself into?
She got to her feet and looked around. The city had just become more dangerous than she had ever known.
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JAYNA’S ROOMS in the palace were incredibly comfortable. They were larger than her home in Nelar and assigned only to her. A plush carpet covered the floor in her sleeping quarter, and the tile had been enchanted to keep it warm. The air had a floral fragrance to it, though Jayna had never seen any sign of flowers. Either that was an enchantment as well or a servant hid flowers out of sight. She padded out to her main chamber, out to the massive fire blazing in the hearth. It was an enchanted fire, providing heat and no smoke. But even that wasn’t enough to burn off the strange cold that worked within her.
She clutched the enchanted coin that connected her to Topher and Eva.
“Are you sure about this?” Eva asked.
Even though she suspected Eva had continued drinking after she left, Jayna heard no slur in Eva’s words.
“I know what I saw and what I felt. I think it’s this William, so we have to be extra careful.”
“Why would he have attacked Topher?” Eva said.
Jayna wasn’t sure where Topher was or whether he was listening in. If he was listening, Jayna wanted to make sure she chose her words carefully.
“The only thing I can think of that would have drawn his attention would be Topher’s digging into those explosive enchantments.”
“Which means we need to dig into the explosive enchantments ourselves,” Eva said with an audible sigh through the enchantment.
“I’m afraid we do,” Jayna said.
Jayna sensed her friend’s frustration. They needed answers, and she would need Eva’s help. Eva would rather be working on her understanding what they had found outside of the city.
“I will try to see what we can come up with,” Eva said reluctantly.
“This isn’t just about Nelar anymore,” she said.
“I’m not so sure about that,” Eva said.
“They are attacking people in the city. They attacked Topher—”
“Because Topher was in the wrong place, asking the wrong questions,” Eva said.
“I was not,” Topher interrupted. His voice seemed to come from a distance, and she wasn’t sure if she was using his own marker, or if he was calling from behind Eva. She suspected it was the latter.
“Regardless,” Jayna said, “be careful. Stay together. I’m going to dig from my end.”
“You need to be careful.”
“Of course, I need to be careful. This man knew about my family, and he has a connection to Lodeth, so I will be as careful as I can. You stay in contact.”
The connection fell silent.
She didn’t like the idea of the two of them separating like this. It felt like there were other things she needed to be doing than staying in her room, but she had to let Eva and Topher work to see what they might uncover within the city. Jayna could return to the strange pit outside of the city—and she would need to figure out what it was—but there were other things she could be doing.
Such as studying.
Spell books piled on her table, several of them open to specific spells. At this point, given that they were dealing with another kind of magic she wasn’t familiar with, she wasn’t sure spell books were the key any longer. She might need something else.
She pulled out the box holding the enchantments Telluminder had given her and studied them. They were designed to take on Sul’toral. They hadn’t been effective against Melinda, and she hadn’t tested them against the Fates. Maybe Jayna should keep those enchantments on her.
She slipped one out of the box, holding it up and looking at the markings on it. They were familiar, but she didn’t know why. If only Ceran would answer. She needed to speak to him; it had been far too long. He might not even know what she had done to the Fates.
The ring started to constrict.
Jayna sat up. Dark magic?
The only time it had twitched recently was when she had followed Eva out of the city. The twitching faded. Maybe not Ceran. Maybe not dark sorcery, or at least not dark sorcery that was close enough for her to do anything about.
As she thought about Ceran, she looked around her room.
It was well appointed. She had a massive bed that was more comfortable than any she had slept on in ages. It was more comfortable than the one she had in Nelar, and far more comfortable than the thin, narrow mattress she had at the Academy, the room shared with another student, forcing her to be roommates with somebody she had never cared for. Alison had always gotten on her nerves. She’d had a snootiness to her that Jayna hadn’t liked.
But then, Alison hadn’t cared for the amount of time Jayna and Char spent together. She always made insinuations about the relationship the two of them shared. They had always been friends and Jayna doubted they could have been anything more. Then again, the linking spell bridged them in ways that most friends were not.
She felt the ring constrict again. She doubted it was dark magic, but perhaps it was. She started to get up, but the pressure started to fade again.
Jayna sat at the desk, flipping through her spell books, and worked through various spells, starting slowly with some of the basic ones and advancing to more complicated spell work. She had reached the point with them where she could at least sound out each of the spells, such as they were. They were complicated, but the longer she worked with them, the easier it became. She wasn’t fluent, but at least she understood the language.
The ring constricted again. This time there was something more to it.
She pushed some of her Toral power into the ring. There had to be an answer out there. If it was dark sorcery, it would be a constriction of energy pulsing in a rhythm. If it were Ceran, she would feel it as a constant constriction.
When it came again, it was slow and building.
Ceran?
She focused on the ring, on the rhythm of it and the gradual building of energy.
She should follow it.
That sense came regularly.
She stepped out into the hall.
It was late enough that she didn’t have to worry about too many people in the hallway. There were few soldiers out, and those who were here were to guard Lodeth, not his assistant.
She didn’t expect to see William, but if she did, maybe she should follow him. Shaking that idea from her mind, she allowed the ring to guide her. It continued to squeeze on her finger as she reached a staircase, twitching with a bit more vibrancy to lead her up the stairs.
Jayna had thought that she’d be brought out of the palace or perhaps even out of the city, not deeper into the palace. She stepped out into the open air of the tower. She breathed in the smells of the night, looking around the darkened city. It was quiet and calm, the same way as it had been when she had first come, before she had found those fallen bodies.
The ring twitched again and began to vibrate. Jayna paused, waiting. The air shimmered, and there came a faint calling.
“If you’re coming, you might as well step out of there,” she said to Ceran.
There was a hint of a laughter, though it came from a distance, as if Ceran struggled.
“Step forward,” Ceran said.
It was his voice. She was sure of it.
The ring twitched again, and Jayna twisted it, trying to ease the discomfort she felt, trying to focus on the energy within it.
She stepped forward, thinking Ceran might guide her. She didn’t know why he had come at this time. Timing was important with Ceran. Maybe he’d been aware of her thoughts or what she had experienced.
She felt power and cold as she moved forward. There was an emptiness, a darkness in the space she thought might be important for him. Gradually, a figure appeared, shrouded in bright white light.
“This?” Jayna asked, looking around, raising her hands. “After all this time, this is where you bring me?”
“It is the only place safe for me,” he said. “Otherwise, I would have come to you sooner, but that is no longer possible.” It was a surprising admission from Ceran, and not just surprising but troubling as well.
“What happened?” There was a hint of a pale glow around him, and upon that Jayna thought she saw something, but it faded.
“Many things have happened,” he said. “Unfortunately, my involvement has been noticed, which means your involvement has been noticed. It is the reason things have become difficult. It is the reason we must be careful. And it is why I have brought you here.” He tried to turn, or seemed to, but she didn’t detect anything from him other than the way he spread his hands, and the faint shimmer of energy radiating from him.
He turned to her. Jayna felt a warmth flowing from him, and wondered if that was intentional, or an effect of this place.
“I’ve been trying to call to you.”
“I have felt every time you have,” he said.
“The Society—”
“You have done what you have needed to do,” Ceran said.
“I’m not so sure about that,” she muttered. She looked up, wishing she could get a clear sense of Ceran, what he was doing here, and what he expected of her, but there was none of that. There was nothing other than the emptiness. There was nothing other than the strangeness.
“What is your assignment for me?”
“Assignment?”
“I’m assuming you brought me here for some assignment. I’m just trying to figure out what it is.”
There was a moment of silence, and in that moment, she felt a fluttering, stirring, and something else. Perhaps warmth. When it came to Ceran, Jayna wasn’t sure if he radiated warmth. Perhaps a balance, much like she had uncovered with her power.
“What have you found for me?”
She squinted at him. “What have I found?”
“In your time in the city working for Lodeth. What have you found?”
There went her question about whether Ceran knew what she was doing. She shouldn’t be surprised he was aware of it and could detect all that she had been doing. “And here I was thinking maybe you weren’t paying attention,” Jayna said.
“Of course I was concerned for you,” he said. “I have always been concerned for you. But there are limits to my reach and how much I can do. Until we manage to mitigate those dangers, we won’t be able to do much together.”
She snorted. “Together?”
“You don’t think I would work with you?”
She shrugged. “You’ve generally just sent me off on your assignments.”
“I have done because you can be trusted. What have you found?”
She needed to tell him so she could learn how much more to be concerned about. “I take it you know what happened with the Fates.”
“I sensed something. You took on three of the Sul’toral?”
“Indirectly,” Jayna said.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”
Jayna grinned, but Ceran didn’t react. These days, she wasn’t sure if he could. “When you first approached me to help you hunt down dark magic, I thought the worst thing I might have to do would be to chase down dark creatures. Then when we got involved with dark sorcerers, I thought maybe that would be the worst thing you would ask of me.”
“Dark creatures are one way for you to learn about the powers that exist in the world. Most don’t know anything about dark magic, and they know so little about how various powers influence the world. Few understand the ancient powers that underlie the foundation of everything.”
The comment surprised Jayna. “I didn’t think you were going to get philosophical with me.”
“It is not philosophy, Jayna Aguelon. This is a matter of fact. You’ve seen various forms of magic in the world, and some of it comes from different sources.”
“How much of sorcery comes from Sarenoth?” Now that she understood the founding of the Society, and where the Sul’toral drew their power, Jayna wondered whether that was the key to all things that she had experienced from the very beginning.
“Not as much as you would think. Your people have natural potential—”
“We don’t have natural potential like the El’aras or the Ashara,” she said, ignoring that he had said “your people” and what that might mean. She had assumed Ceran was human, and at the very least Sul’toral, powered in a way that permitted him to live far longer than any human could.
“Not like the El’aras or the Ashara. Their power comes from another source.”
“Something like Sarenoth?”
“Similar. Different.”
Jayna wondered whether Eva knew that. Maybe that was one of the gaps in her memories. Even if she did know, it wasn’t the kind of conversation she and Jayna had engaged in. They were more focused on dealing with acute threats, but perhaps that was part of the problem. They needed to handle things a little differently now, especially with Ceran having been absent as long as he had.
“Is it your intention for me to remove the threat of each of the remaining Sul’toral?”
Ceran fell silent, and in that quiet she was left wondering if perhaps she had it right. Maybe that was what he wanted. She didn’t know if she could track down and deal with the remaining Sul’toral on her own. It might be more than she could handle.
More of the pale white flared. It was faint, as if Ceran attempted to exert his will, and she could’ve sworn she saw enchantment markers around him. She had never seen marks like that before.
“It is my intention that you would be a part of what must come. I had thought we had more time. I intended for you to gain confidence with your skill and your connection dealing with the dark creatures, and over time progress to handling dark sorcery, but unfortunately time has been against us.”
Jayna laughed.
“I don’t think it’s time that is against us so much as it is the Sul’toral. But it’s something else, as well. If it were only the Sul’toral, this might go easier, and my connection to you might be stronger. I doubt we would’ve had as much difficulty reaching one another.”
It was unlike Ceran to acknowledge the difficulty that she’d been having.
“You mentioned there is something else. What else might this be?”
“I’m afraid the danger we face is something different. More complicated, in fact.”
The light fluttered for a moment.
Darkness seemed to course toward her, making it so she could scarcely follow Ceran, as if he were suddenly fading from her.
“Ceran?”
She waited, but there was no answer from him.
“Ceran!”
The light surged again, the dark symbols seeming to take greater hold. What were they?
“It’s becoming more difficult for me. I don’t want to abandon you, but there may come a time when I’m unable to reach you. What I need from you is for you to begin a different sort of search.”
She waited for him to explain. When he didn’t, she tried to tug on her connection to the Toral ring, thinking maybe she might be able to connect to him, but she felt nothing more than a flutter. There was no surge of cold through her as there should have been.
Suddenly, the light surged through both of them. “I need for you to find me. I need for you to help me. Don’t ask me how, I don’t know where I am, and I don’t know how I’m being held. It should not be possible.” He fell silent. When his sense returned to her, there was a bit more strength, more vibrancy, flowing through him. “I think your bloodstone permits us to communicate. I don’t know why that should work, but I’m thankful you made the connection.”
He started to fade again.
Before he went, she needed answers, but she couldn’t decide where to begin. Jonathan, the Sul’toral, even Lodeth all came to mind, but it was what she and Eva had been dealing with that bothered her the most. When the light surged once more, she decided to take her opportunity.
“There have been strange movements of dark magic near the city. And there was a creature. I don’t know what it was. We chased it, destroyed three of them. Tall, spindly, dark skin. And we found strange smoke—”
Jayna felt a sudden sense of urgency coming from Ceran.
“You must stay away from that,” he said.
“Stay away from the smoke?”
“Dangerous.”
His voice was quiet. Fading.
“Why? I would have an easier time trusting you if I had been able to talk to you at all recently, or for you to have revealed yourself, but now you want to tell me something is dangerous but won’t share with me what it is, why it is, or whether there is going to be anything more that I need to be concerned about.” She furrowed her brow at him. “That’s about it, right?”
He said nothing for a long moment, and she wasn’t sure if he had faded completely. When he spoke once more, his words were unexpected. “There are different powers in the world, Jayna.”
The light started to shimmer, becoming a hint of gray, and the markings around him were the only thing Jayna saw clearly. That had to be an enchantment, but what kind—and what did it do?
“I am out of time,” he said.
“You haven’t told me anything.”
“There are limits to what I can share in this form. Find me.”
“How am I supposed to find you?”
“I trust you can, Jayna Aguelon. It’s why I chose you.”
There had to be some way for her to find him and learn more, but she had no idea where to start. How could she find someone who was separated from her through a power she didn’t fully grasp?
Find him.
But maybe there was something she could do, a use of magic she knew but others didn’t know quite as well. She formed the linking spell, tracing it onto the Toral ring, letting that energy flow from her, into the ring, and then outward.
Jayna had no idea if it would work, but it might help her connect to Ceran and forge a bond that she could use to follow him more easily.
Ceran pushed, sending her away.
Jayna stood once more upon the tower, feeling the bite of the cold air in the quiet of the night around her, and a new awareness tingled in the back of her mind.
A linking spell tied to the Toral ring.
She really hoped it would help her find him. But it wasn’t the only thing she needed to do. And she hoped Ceran would understand.
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THE EDGE of the city was quiet. Jayna hadn’t expected there to be much activity, and she was thankful for the silence around her. She focused on her Toral ring, knowing there was something within the ring she needed to use and looking for the focus to do so. She had come out here because she had not wanted anyone within the palace to pick up on what she was doing or to be aware that she used power to track a linking spell. She wasn’t sure anyone could, but there was the possibility those within the Society would recognize her use of power, and she wanted to avoid that.
Still, she focused on the linking spell she shared with Char. He had been quiet lately. His silence was overpowering and unpleasant. She was accustomed to having Char’s presence in the back of her mind, an awareness of him. And given how they had modified the linking spell —or perhaps she had modified the linking spell—having it go quiet left her uneasy.
The linking spell was part of the reason she had known how to form a linking spell to Ceran. This linking spell, however, was different; it bonded her to the ring rather than connecting someplace in her mind. It required her to activate something more within the connection in order for her to pick up on new aspects of it, so when she did try to activate the spell, she felt part of it shifting in a way she had not expected.
But perhaps she should have.
Jayna knew the sense of Ceran was difficult to reach. If he were easy to find, he would have told her how to do so.
It was the first time she had ever contemplated placing a linking spell between the two of them, and perhaps the first time she had enough power to do so. She wasn’t sure how Ceran would have reacted had she attempted to do so when she’d first been given the Toral ring. At the time, she’d marveled at the dragon stone, as he called it.
“Dragon stone? Really?”
Ceran had been more present than. He had seemed real enough, and yet now she wondered if that was only because the prison around him had not solidified nearly as strongly as it had over time. “It’s a colloquial term,” Ceran had said. An inexplicably energy had radiated from him then. “But it fits. What are dragons but powerful creatures?”
“Dragons are nothing but stories,” she’d said.
“But stories have a basis in fact.”
She snickered. “Tell that to my brother.”
Ceran arched a brow, and Jayna immediately regretted what she had said. In all the time she had been at the Academy, she had done her best to keep the truth about her brother to herself. She hadn’t wanted anyone to know Jonathan was a thief, that he had been trying to pull her into his organization. More often than not, she didn’t feel as if she belonged in the Academy because she didn’t have the same background as so many others did and acknowledging the truth about her brother only ever deepened those feelings.
“What about your brother?”
She shook her head. At the time, she wasn’t sure what she could tell Ceran to keep him from digging too deeply. “He goes by the nickname of the Dragon,” she said. “It’s stupid. I’ve told him that.”
“Does your brother need to sound more ferocious?”
“He’d probably say that he does,” she said.
Ceran laughed. “Interesting. Well, you’ll have to share with your brother that you have a dragon stone.”
“I thought I wasn’t supposed to share that with anyone?”
“You can tell him it’s dragon stone without telling him why you have dragon stone,” Ceran told her.
Jayna remembered tracing her finger along the surface of the stone. It felt smooth, though she knew there had to be markings on the edges to allow the enchantment it held. All enchantments had markings that connected them to the enchanter or the sorcerer who created them. Perhaps the writing was masked in some way.
“Where did you find it?”
“Dragon stone is rare, and so it is precious. I trust you won’t lose this.”
“I won’t,” she had promised him, cupping her hand protectively around the ring. She hadn’t slipped it on. Not yet. Ceran had not told her she could.
“Now, we will talk about how you use the power within it.”
Jayna pushed the memories away. There had been many times where she had interacted with Ceran and he had provided her with information about her ring and the connection, but just as many times she had interacted with him, and he had assumed she would know what she was supposed to do and had left her to it. It irritated her, though she knew that it shouldn’t. Ceran didn’t mean to anger her, at least she didn’t think so. It was just his way.
And now she had to use a combination of lessons he had taught her and what she had learned on her own to track him down and rescue him.
She focused on the power within the ring, creating a strange loop of power she wasn’t sure would work, but it seemed useful to try. She embraced the cold of the Toral magic and did her best to ignore the darkness at the edge of her mind.
If she teetered too far toward that darkness, she knew she’d be compelled to call upon power she should not. If she teetered too far in the other direction, she was limited in how much power she could access. It was the balance.
When she had first started using the dragon stone, the balance had been easy. She only had power from Ceran. The longer she used it, the deeper she connected to its power and the more she began to feel the drawing of energy from Sarenoth himself.
She felt the linking spell and started following it, when suddenly it sputtered.
She swore under her breath and traced another connection to the linking spell, bridging it as she had before, thinking that if nothing else she might be able to draw the power through her and push it through the ring, through the linking spell, and trail after it.
Power flowed along the linking spell. She didn’t move as he waited for a direction. The power moved out and, to her surprise, she felt it going downward. The power faded once more.
“This shouldn’t be so difficult,” she muttered.
She tried again. She pushed one more time, letting her connection to the ring flow. This time, there was something different, something that had not been there before. This time, it felt as if something was actively resisting her attempt to use the linking spell to find Ceran.
Jayna tried pushing past the resistance but failed.
“Fine,” she said, releasing her hold over the power. “If you don’t want me to find you now, then I won’t. But I will keep trying.” She pushed power through the ring, irritation surging within her, and was surprised when the ring reacted.
Had Ceran come back to her?
No. This reaction was different than when Ceran called to her. It was the familiar pattern of the ring’s constriction. Jayna frowned when she felt the drawing of power.
It led away from the city.
Much like the last time she’d been drawn out of the city by dark creatures.
Jayna started forward and saw smoke in the distance.
“I might need your help here, Eva,” she said into the enchanted coin. “There is more smoke, and given that strange pit we encountered, I think it might be better if the two of us handle this together. Do you have an easy way of getting to the city’s edge?”
There was a moment of silence before Eva’s voice came through. “Wait for me.”
“I’m sensing dark magic; I don’t know how long I can wait.”
“Wait for me.”
Jayna waited for Eva to elaborate but nothing more was said.
She slipped the coin back into her pocket. She was surprised to be feeling dark magic again. Weeks had gone by without any sense of dark magic in or around the city. She had started to think she wouldn’t find dark magic around here. Maybe Lodeth and the Society had set up enough protection that it prevented dark magic.
But she wasn’t so sure.
A shadow swooped overhead, and Jayna looked up.
She snorted. Eva.
Not in any sort of modified Ashara form—though Jayna would love to see that, even if Eva denied she had that ability—but sitting atop a bird-like enchantment that looked to be made of feathers and stone. When she descended, she dropped quickly to the ground, but she pushed out a cushion of smoke that she landed upon before plucking the enchantment out of the sky, deactivating it, and stuffing it into her pocket.
Eva wore a deep blue dress, her black hair pulled back with a matching ribbon. “What did you see?”
Jayna pointed. “Smoke, in the distance. I figured I should alert you, given that the last time I saw smoke like that I ended up dealing with dark creatures, and you know how you get if I don’t tell you I’m having fun with some dark creatures.”
Eva scoffed. “Is that fun for you?”
“It really depends on the dark creatures. Honestly, most of them aren’t much fun, but some of them aren’t too bad.”
Eva shook her head. “I remember when you hated getting called into fighting creatures you didn’t understand.”
“I still don’t care much for it, but at least I understand my purpose. Most of the time. Anyway, why don’t we see what is out there?”
They started forward, and she looked over to Eva. “Ceran contacted me. He seems restricted in a way he hasn’t before,” Jayna said, twisting her ring and feeling for the linking spell. “He wants me to find him. I placed the linking spell on my ring when I was with him to try to track him.”
Eva blinked at her. “I’m sure he does.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Well, he’s wanted you to do different things than what other Toral in service to the Sul’toral do. It doesn’t surprise me he wants you to find him. Maybe free him from some prison. I think he’s using you, Jayna.”
“And I’m using him. I have access to this power and I’m not afraid of using it.”
The ring constricted, and Jayna walked forward.
Eva stayed close to her, appearing as though she were being carried by the smoke around her.
They hadn’t gone far before Jayna realized the smoke was to the south of the city, opposite where it had been the first time they saw it. When she said as much to Eva, her friend frowned.
“Which means it could be like the other.”
Jayna should have pieced that together, but she had allowed herself to be distracted by everything that was going on in the city. “You might be right.”
The ring suddenly constricted.
The trees shook, and she hurriedly traced a starburst spell and unleashed it. There was a danger in doing so if there was no dark magic out here, but given the way that the trees had shaken, Jayna was certain there was something untoward nearby.
The bursting light from the spell exploded through the trees and revealed several creatures. They looked like wolves standing on two legs.
“Tell me you saw that,” she said, looking to Eva with wide eyes.
“I saw it.”
“Well?”
“Just because I saw them doesn’t mean I know what to do with them.”
“Confine them so they don’t escape.”
“Isn’t that really your area of expertise?”
“Just do it,” Jayna snapped.
Eva glanced over and looked for a moment like she was going to argue, but she bit her lip. Smoke flowed outward, layering in a ring around them. It built with far more intensity and control than Eva had once been capable of, and it rose up, creating a barrier that solidified around the creatures.
“Happy?” Eva asked.
“Thank you. By the way, I never asked if it hurts when you have to draw blood.”
“Does it hurt you?”
Jayna frowned. That was the price of Eva’s magic? Pain each time?
And yet, Eva used it without hesitation. Maybe Jayna needed to be more careful with how she asked for Eva’s help.
Jayna used another starburst spell, striking the space they had trapped the creatures within. As it erupted, she caught sight of three of them rushing toward her.
“I’m not sure I like this,” Eva said.
“Give me a minute,” Jayna said.
She created the magic ball spell and pulled it around them. Unlike the other strange dark creatures, when these neared the magic ball spell, they slowed and sniffed at the air. In closer range, Jayna saw that these creatures had dark skin, were covered in fur, and had arms that looked almost human. Their legs were strange, looking like a wolf’s All three tipped their heads back and let loose a brief roar. One of them clawed at the magic ball spell.
Jayna traced another starburst, but modified it, twisting the starburst into the snake spell, and looping it around all three of the creatures. This had worked against the other strange creatures, so she hoped it would work again. As it latched on, she hurriedly pulled, carving through them as she had before. They exploded in a burst of fire and smoke, the magic ball spell protecting Eva and Jayna from the fallout.
Jayna glanced at her ring. The constriction had faded.
“I think that’s it,” she said.
She released the magic ball spell, and Eva summoned the smoke of the barrier she had created back to her. Jayna hadn’t seen her do that before.
“Where are you going?”
“You said there was smoke up here.”
“There was. At least, I think there was. I don’t know… What are you doing?”
“I need to see.”
Jayna hurried after Eva. They hadn’t gone very far before she caught sight of another of the pits like they had seen far below the city. This one was situated on level ground, making it easier to get close to. Smoke drifting up in a faint layer. The air hung with a strange, acrid odor.
Jayna looked at Eva who had crouched down at the edge of the irregularly-shaped pit, her smoke falling down into it along the pit’s razor straight walls.
“What is going on here?” Jayna asked.
Eva looked up. “I don’t know. This is the second pit that has appeared around the city, right?”
Jayna nodded before asking, “And why are there dark creatures coming from them? Either they are summoned here, or they come through here. Either way, it’s not good.” She looked around, glancing to the sky, wondering if there was another strange bird like she had encountered upon her last discovery of one of these pits. She didn’t see anything. “We need to get enchantments and place them around here to wall this off. We need to make sure nothing else comes out.”
Eva didn’t look up.
“Do you agree?”
Finally, Eva looked at her. “I think it is a good idea. Why don’t you get on that?”
“I’m not sure I have time for that. Maybe you would be willing to do that.”
Eva bristled. “Fine.”





12

A SHOUT RANG out in the palace courtyard. Jayna looked down from where she stood in the window, having previously been looking through some of her spell books. Given the tasks ahead of her, she wanted to gather as much information and knowledge as she could. She had memorized more spells than she ever thought she’d be able to, but it was the use of those spells in times of duress that left her uncertain.
She looked in the direction the shouting. Two members from the Society.
That was odd.
Why were they in the courtyard shouting at the palace?
She focused on her connection to Char, curious to see if he knew what was going on.
As she pulled on the linking spell, she felt its faint trembling, and something unexpected. Char was pushing back. He didn’t want her in his mind.
What meetings was he dealing with now?
Jayna let out a frustrated sigh and continued to stare down at the courtyard. Shouts. That was all she was aware of, all that she could hear. She turned her attention back to her studies. Let the Society deal with their own issues. She wasn’t a part of it yet, and until she managed something with Char to embed herself more deeply within the Society, it wasn’t going to matter to her one bit.
She twisted the Toral ring and focused on the linking spell she’d formed to Ceran, but she came up short. Unlike the two-sided linking spell with Char where both were involved in activating it, she alone had placed the link to Ceran on her ring.
As before, she found nothing.
She’d been looking through the spell books, hoping for more information on linking spells, but everything she found was more basic than what she needed.
Wind whistled through the window, and she glanced down, thankful she didn’t see anything else down there. She turned her attention to the stack of books once more, poring over them, completely lost in her studies, when a knock at her door disrupted her.
She had been sitting in the same place for the better part of the morning, her mind working through puzzles, trying to move pieces around the board to find the right course of action, but finding none. The answers she looked for weren’t going to be found in any strategy she could concoct. Where did that leave her then?
Cheating.
Jayna wasn’t above cheating with this sort of thing. Char might be upset—he wanted Jayna to be brought back into the Society under unimpeachable circumstances—but for her to accomplish what she needed to, she didn’t have time to avoid shortcuts.
When she pulled her door open, she wasn’t surprised to see Peltar standing on the other side, looking at her with irritation in his eyes, his lips pressed upward so that his thin mustache practically crawled toward her.
“Ms. Aguelon,” he said. “I’ve been trying to send word to you all morning, but you’ve been…difficult.”
Jayna sighed. “I haven’t been difficult. I’ve been working through a few problems, but…” She looked behind her toward the open window and blinked. How long had she been focusing?
“Well, there is a request for you at the main entrance. I’ve been trying to get your attention, but you’ve not heeded my call.”
Jayna frowned at him. “Your call? I’m not sure I noticed anything other than your knocking, Peltar. If there was something else here, then—”
Peltar strode into her room. A surprising violation from him. He headed straight toward the small circular bowl resting on the table. He lifted it up and held it out to her.
“This contains a communication enchantment designed by Lodeth and constructed so that we may communicate more effectively within the palace. I had thought you were aware of its use. Apparently, you are not.”
Jayna glanced at the bowl. She had noticed it before, but it looked like little more than a decorative piece of artwork, something pretty rather than functional. She should have known there were enchantments around the room.
Jayna grabbed the bowl from Peltar. “Are you sure it’s working? Because I’ve been here and haven’t heard anything other than shouts outside my window.”
Peltar pulled something out of his pocket, held it to his mouth, and began talking. As he did, the bowl began to vibrate.
Well. That was new.
Jayna had noticed the vibration but hadn’t known where it was coming from. She thought it was from outside the room.
“And now you are expected to respond, Ms. Aguelon.” Peltar made no attempt to hide his irritation with her.
Jayna reached for the bowl and traced her hand across the surface, feeling the vibration. She also felt a hint of the magic buried within the bowl, something that called to her, a reminder of the power there.
She tapped on the bowl, activating the enchantment.
The bowl stopped vibrating. She brought it to her ear, and Peltar’s sounded, loud and clear, causing her to lose her grip on the bowl, catching at the last moment.
“There,” Peltar said, taking a step back toward the door. “Now that you fully understand the expectations here, I hope you will respond when I call you.”
He paused at the door.
“Peltar,” Jayna started, setting the bowl back down on the table. He looked at her. “How long have you been serving in the palace?”
“I have been here the better part of my life. It is my incredible honor to serve in the palace, to serve the king.”
Jayna smiled tightly. He didn’t serve Lodeth directly. Maybe this was his way of doing so, and he was using that as a means of trying to goad her.
“And what was your service to my predecessor like?”
Peltar paused.
“Your predecessor?”
“Yes,” Jayna said, taking a step forward. “What was my predecessor like?”
“Terrifying,” he said.
“Why?”
He frowned at her, holding her gaze for a long moment. “She made it clear all around her knew she was one of the most powerful sorcerers within the Society.”
Jayna nodded. She should have asked about her predecessor long before, but she hadn’t seen it as a problem before today. Maybe that was part of the issue. She’d been so focused on what she was doing as a part of Lodeth’s household that she had neglected obvious dangers. And that was a mistake she needed to correct before it got out of hand.
“Did you believe she was a powerful sorcerer?”
“Yes,” he said.
“Good.” She looked past him and noticed there were a pair of soldiers patrolling the hall. Maybe she should give him an opportunity to do this privately. Perhaps it didn’t matter. Rumors needed to spread, didn’t they? She needed word to get back to Lodeth, but more so she wanted rumors to get back to Karina, who she suspected was behind much of this issue. “Who do think was the one who defeated her?”
He frowned, and she noticed the tension within him.
Jayna cast her magic ball spell and looped it around Peltar, trapping him within the spell. As she did, she forced it tighter and tighter around him. His eyes widened in surprise.
Jayna stepped close, dropping her voice to a whisper. “I am the one who defeated her.” She smiled. “I don’t know what others may have said about me, but you should know that I have a terrible power and a terrible temper.” She released the magic ball spell and took a step back. She flashed a tight smile. “Now, if you don’t mind, I would be most curious to learn what has drawn you here today with such urgency.”
He took a shaky breath.
Maybe Jayna pushed a little harder than she had intended, but that didn’t change that she needed to get the point across. She needed to have him working with her, not working around her, or working behind her back.
She had known there were rumors running about the palace about her, and many of them likely spoke about whether she deserved her post. Jayna didn’t care about those and hadn’t paid as much attention to them as she probably should have. She’d been too focused, keeping her mind occupied with other aspects, but now perhaps it was time for her to keep her focus on her tasks, to be ready for what might happen within the palace, and to make sure the rumors that spread about her were those of her own making.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Aguelon,” Peltar said, his tone changing. “You’re right. You earned your post with the kind of power about which stories are sung,” he said, tipping his head to her. His tone sounded more polite than she’d ever heard it. She didn’t believe for a second it was sincere, but she at least felt they had come to an understanding. “I made a mistake with how I spoke to you, Ms. Aguelon. It will not happen again.” He glanced behind him. “There are members of the Society here to see you. They claim you are to join them.”
She pursed her lips. “Members of the Society?”
“Yes, Ms. Aguelon.”
She glanced to the window, where she’d heard the shouts, and wondered why they were here. She hadn’t recognized either of them and didn’t think Char had sent them, otherwise he would’ve told her.
The only way for her to learn what was going on was to follow Peltar.
She took a deep breath, looked around the room, at the spell books, and, again, to the open window. With a quick tracing of the magic ball spell, she flattened it across the window, and sealed it against the wall.
When she stepped out of the room, she pulled the door closed and she recreated the spell, adding a hint of sorcery to alert her if someone came through here. She didn’t use much of her power, though, deciding that if anybody came by, it was better if they believed her to be a weak sorcerer.
She followed Peltar through the halls, making her way toward the main entrance.
When they reached the stairs, she felt a surge of power from above her. Jayna didn’t need to look up to know its source. The spell swept down the stairs and pressed around her. Karina wanted Jayna to know of her presence.
Did she have a hand in the Society coming for her now?
If Karina was trying to force the Society to act against her, Jayna had to be careful. Char had taken on a greater role within the Society, and she assumed he would warn her if Karina posed a threat. Unless his dedication to the Society kept him from doing so.
Jayna focused on the linking spell but felt nothing. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she found a line of soldiers in an enchanted armor. She’d seen them around the palace before, but never in such numbers.
She immediately focused on her Toral magic and wrapped the magic ball spell around her. A pressure pushed upon her distantly, but she ignored it.
“An interesting display of power,” Jayna said to Peltar, nodding to the soldiers.
She had studied them when she’d first come to the palace, noting the enchanted armor, which likely enhanced their strength and speed, though she had never seen them in action.
She wondered what it would take to overpower enchanted armor, and suspected that if she could overwhelm them, forcing the enchanted armor to expend its resources, she would have little difficulty overpowering the soldiers and then she could—
Why was she thinking like that?
The cold of the Toral magic tore through her, forcing her mind down paths she wouldn’t normally take, even though she knew her assessment of the enchanted armor was right.
She looked around her, feeling the strangeness here, and again, the pressure pushing on her.
It didn’t come from the soldiers and their enchanter armor, and it didn’t come from William, at least from what she could tell. This was different.
This was unfamiliar.
“Any time there is a contingent of the Society present in the palace, Lodeth requires his most decorated warriors present.”
Jayna had two thoughts. Had Lodeth always required these soldiers present? She didn’t think so. And there was a contingent from the Society in the palace?
She could handle a sorcerer or two, but how many would she face?
She was tempted to call on Eva and Topher but decided against it until she knew more about what was happening here. They had enough to deal with without her distracting them.
As she followed Peltar down the hall, past the line of soldiers clad in their enchanted armor, her mind raced to come up with answers as to what was going on and what it would mean for her.
She continued toward the doorway and caught sight of the maroon robes of the Society. There were seven of them. They were arranged in the hall, two by two, with one at the head. Suddenly, she felt Char’s presence.
It was masked from her, at least as much as it could be, but he was there, near the back of the procession, standing amongst them.
“You could’ve warned me,” she said to Peltar.
There was a definitely hint of smugness in the look he gave her.
Great.
What was this?
There was another sense of sorcery behind her, this one familiar. Karina.
“Jayna Aguelon,” the lead member of the Society intoned. He had a deep, booming voice filled with the hint of contained power. “You are hereby summoned before the council of the Sorcerers’ Society.”
Char was one of them. That should have reassured her, but it didn’t. She had been summoned. The king had wanted her to gain a foothold within the Society, but she thought she was going to be able to do it on her terms.
Now she couldn’t. The Society had called her.
And Jayna had no choice but to go with them.
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THE MARCH through the city left Jayna uneasy.
It was only now that she realized the palace had given her a sort of protection, a sense of safety, though Jayna knew that wasn’t truly the case. The palace wasn’t safer than any other place in the city. With Lodeth, those who followed him, and those who wanted power among its inhabitants, the palace posed a unique kind of danger.
The streets were busy as they often were at this time of day, but as the Society marched along the street the crowd was pushed back, though not of their own volition, but by a spell. She couldn’t make out the intricacies of it, but she absolutely felt its power.
And it radiated around everybody within the council.
These were the new leaders of the Society.
The Fates were gone. Dead. Decayed.
Now a new council had risen. And Char sat upon it.
This fact should have given her some satisfaction, but his silence as they marched through the streets made it difficult for her to feel anything other than unease at his complete disregard of her presence. She tried reaching out to him through their connection, but each time she did, she found it muted. There was nothing coming from him. Nothing to suggest he was there or focusing on her. In fact, he was barricading himself, preventing her from reaching him.
It irritated her.
The council surrounded her, dressed in maroon robes, and Jayna twisted her Toral ring while calling power through it. Surprisingly, there was no resistance upon her; they weren’t trying to actively inhibit her. She had expected they would have if they were aware of her Toral abilities, and with Char as one of their number she was certain they knew something of her power.
But perhaps none of that mattered.
They outnumbered her after all.
That was her greatest concern. One or two sorcerers wasn’t so bad, but now there were too many. Escaping, if it came down to it, might involve harming them, something she wanted to avoid if possible.
Her mouth was dry. She kept her head held high as they made their way to the Society House. It looked much like it had before, though the face of it seemed to have changed somewhat. Enchanted markings lined the wall, and the vines were probably enchanted, too. The gleaming top of the Society House loomed over the wall, a promise of power that was meant to rival Lodeth in the palace.
In this city, the sorcerers didn’t have to relegate themselves to a place without any real power. Jayna could feel the power of the enchantments as they approached, warning any magic user against using their power too overtly here. They marched up to the massive building front, and with a surge of power the wall shimmered and vanished.
Jayna frowned. When she had broken into the Society House, that wall had felt real and physical. Had it not been? That kind of magic was more impressive than anything she’d seen so far.
As soon as she stepped through, the wall reappeared. She looked back but there was no indication of what technique they had used. It looked just as real as it had before. She turned to Char who had managed to position himself near her.
“What’s going on here, Char?”
Char looked over to her, and awareness in her mind flared briefly. “You have to be careful.”
“Careful?” She said the word aloud but then realize she was speaking rather than using the linking spell. She focused on the lead Society member. “What is going on here, Char?” Jayna asked again, this time with more urgency, but felt Char fighting against her.
“You wanted testing, didn’t you?”
She froze, and somebody behind her shoved her forward. She had stopped so suddenly the person behind her didn’t have much choice but to keep moving. She glanced over to Char. His face was neutral, suggesting nothing other than his dispassion.
“This is my testing?” Jayna asked through their connection.
He nodded, barely perceptible, and they marched forward again.
When they reached the entrance to the Society House, the doors opened in a burst of magic.
The king had wanted her to gain access to the Society, so maybe this was necessary, but she didn’t think she’d be able to pass any sort of testing.
Char probably knew that. That was likely the reason he appeared so uncomfortable. It was a discomfort she shared.
“What happens if I fail?” she asked in his mind.
“You cannot,” he replied.
“What happens if I fail?”
This time, Char turned to her, and there was a quiet hiss of power through the linking spell, a warning that loomed between them. “You cannot.”
He didn’t elaborate, but Jayna didn’t think he needed to. Given everything she had dealt with from the Society in the past, she had a very real idea of what would happen if she were to fail. She had felt that threat. When she had left the Academy, there was a danger of having her magic burned out of her. It was part of the reason she used it so discreetly in Nelar; she was afraid of drawing the attention of those within the Society, and worried about what would happen if they were to realize she was there, using her magic, something forbidden to those who had not completed their Academy training.
Burning it off.
That thought had stayed with her.
It was the threat she had known, the threat she had felt, and the threat that had held her to keep using her Toral magic, even when she wasn’t comfortable with doing so.
Walking alongside them now left her with a different concern. If they really could burn her magic away, which Jayna believed they could, what would happen if they were to decide she did not meet their criteria? What would happen if they suddenly chose to rip her power from her?
She might have access to her Toral magic, but there was also the possibility they could separate her from that, too. She remembered the feeling of its restriction and wondered if perhaps they might know enough to keep it from her entirely. With Ceran weakened and diminished as he was, there was very little he would be able to do to help her.
The stakes suddenly became much more daunting for Jayna.
“You need to pass,” he said, his voice echoing in her head.
She focused on the sorcerers around her, and though they were nearby, and she could feel a hint of magic from them, she couldn’t tell if they were using it to contain her, to restrict her access to sorcery, or if they were simply here to monitor her.
Either way, Jayna was on edge in a way she had not been for some time.
She continued to hold onto the Toral power. If necessary, she would use that. She wouldn’t not let somebody take it from her without a fight. It had been gifted to her by Ceran, not by the Society.
Anger began to build within her, anger that came from the idea the Society would try to control her, that they thought they could rule her. And anger that the Society thought they deserved to be the arbiters of magic.
Who were they to decide who got to use magic?
Irritation flowed through her.
It might be dangerous for her to hold onto it, but at this point she wasn’t sure if she cared. She would pass the test, but she wasn’t going to play any games or dance for their entertainment.
They marched her into a massive room, and Jayna felt power pushing against her. It continued to build, and Jayna used her Toral connection as a probe, and detected it was there to hold her.
At least, it would hold sorcery. She wasn’t sure if it would hold her Toral power.
The council positioned themselves around her.
Jayna tried to look at everything else in the room, including the lanterns on the walls glowing with soft enchanted light, markings designed to control power, and any other spell work she might be able to use to overpower them.
Was this protesting—or was this a prison?
She readied herself.
Jayna stood motionless. She focused on her link to Char, half expecting he would reach out to her, to communicate with her, but he remained silent.
In this place, she didn’t know if he was unwilling to connect to her, or if there was something else, something magical preventing her from reaching Char.
The lead councilor stepped forward, hands clasped in front of him. He had a shaved head, thick, gray eyebrows, and a lean, angry face. “Jayna Aguelon, you trained in the Academy but abandoned your training in pursuit of magic on your own. Do you deny this?”
Jayna looked at the faces around her and she smiled to herself. Was that what this was going to be? Some sort of trial about what she had done, and how she had chosen to use magic?
If that was the case, she knew how she would plead.
“No,” Jayna said, “I don’t deny it.”
She flicked her gaze to every face, holding it on Char for just the briefest of seconds longer, and surged through the linking spell to him, irritation flooding her at his continued resistance. “But then, you know that. You don’t need me to testify that I left before finishing my training. You don’t need me to testify that I went in search of understanding of the dark magic that exists within the world.” She held her gaze on the lead sorcerer. “And you don’t need me to testify to the infiltration within the Society that served that dark power.”
She held onto the Toral magic, cold burning through her. It was a wonder she had any control over it and an even greater wonder they didn’t have any awareness she was summoning it. She could feel it coursing through her, filling her, practically radiating off of her. It felt as though Ceran had opened himself entirely, letting the power flow through her, and she channeled every bit of it, letting it flow in a way she could not comprehend.
“But then, there are those of you who were also corrupted.” She smiled tightly. “How many of you were aware of the dark magic? How many of you fought to clear the taint from the Society?”
“You do not deny that you were once a member of the Academy,” the man said.
Jayna laughed. “No, I don’t deny it,” she said. “And if that’s how this is going to go, you will find me very short tempered.” She turned slowly, making a point of looking at each of them.
Now, she called the magic ball spell. She did so subtly, surrounding herself in a shell.
“Can you expand upon what you have done in your time since leaving the Academy?”
She frowned. That was what they wanted to know?
Confusion caused her power to flutter for just a moment, but she quickly solidified it. She had to maintain control. She knew sorcerers could seal her power from her and she wouldn’t allow it. Although, now that the bloodstone infused her Toral ring she doubted they could do even that.
“I think I’ve summarized that quite nicely. I’ve been chasing dark power, dark sorcerers, and have found some of them embedded within the Society. Nelar was a hotbed for them. Then again, you sent one of those dark sorcerers there.”
“What did you do when confronted by this dark magic?”
Jayna could deal with a man like this. It would be helpful if she had his name though.
“Who is he?” she asked, trying to connect to Char. “At least give me a name.”
The connection was faint, and though she could feel his resistance she wondered if Char would answer her.
“Donovan Novlant.”
It came as a whisper. Jayna didn’t know this Donovan and had only heard his name in passing.
Donovan.
She smiled to herself, feeling she might be able to use that to her advantage.
“When confronted by users of dark magic, I tried to stop them. Unfortunately, there were times I needed to destroy them. I didn’t do so happily, but I did stop the dark magic because it needed to be done. I did it because there were no others who were willing or able to do so. And I did it because the Society had failed to do it,” Jayna said, turning and looking around her.
“Unfortunately, many of our members have been unreliable,” Donovan said.
“Is that what this is about? You’re trying to determine whether or not I’m telling the truth about the reliability of your people? I think it should be the other way around. I should be the one questioning you. Maybe I should be the one asking you what happened and if your people even bothered to investigate whether there was a danger here.”
He stared but said nothing.
Jayna continued to call upon her Toral magic, balancing the energy and holding onto the cold. Admittedly, she was surprised that she hadn’t been cut off from her sorcery.
“You were brought here, Jayna Aguelon, to determine whether you have been corrupted by dark magic.”
Jayna shook her head. “No,” she said to him.
“No?” Donovan asked.
“That’s the problem,” Jayna said, turning and looking at each Society member circling her in turn.
Nothing here was causing the Toral ring to constrict, nothing made her think there was anybody here using that kind of power, but there was a very real possibility she wouldn’t be able to detect it in this place.
“I don’t think you get to be the deciders of who is corrupted by dark magic.” She looked at Donovan, locking eyes with him. Could he be corrupted? Could this all be some sort of act? She had seen the dark creatures outside of the city and knew there was a threat there, and Ceran hadn’t elaborated on it, which made it even more difficult for her. “Given that your entire society has been corrupted, there is only one sorcerer among you who I have any faith in.”
Donovan arched one bushy eyebrow. “You would refuse testing for dark magic?”
“Oh, I would absolutely refuse testing for dark magic, because I know I don’t have any dark magic. But I don’t know that you don’t have any dark magic. See? I can be just as cyclical as you. Now, if you have any other reason for calling me here, get on with it, otherwise you will find you do not want to make an enemy of me.”
It was stupid of her to make comments like that, especially when she was at a disadvantage, but irritation and the cold power of the Toral magic made her more confrontational.
“Then it is a mistake.”
Jayna called upon the power within her, letting it build, letting the cold move through her. She was tempted to send the power sweeping out and away from her, tempted to try something different and use her magic against them, if only to determine whether there was any danger from them. But attacking here was a mistake.
She had to play the long game. The king wanted her to have access within the Society, and she wanted access to Lodeth to find Jonathan, though that might not be necessary if William had found him. Still, she should remain compliant.
Jayna’s mind raced a moment before she came up with a possibility. “There’s only one among you I trust to not be consumed by dark magic. I would permit him to be the one to test me.” She turned to Char. “Obviously, you trust Char enough to be amongst your council, so you believe he is not corrupted.” She looked at Donovan. “But I don’t know you, Donovan Novlant.” She turned, looking to the woman next to him. “Or you, Alayna Mothar.” She thanked Char briefly for giving her that name. She went one by one, looking around the room at each of the council, naming them, until she got to Char. “The only one I trust is Char.”
Donovan watched her, and though she couldn’t feel any magic coming from him, she could certainly feel his vast irritation, but there was a question in his eyes. He couldn’t figure out how she had known their names and it made him suspicious. If he hadn’t already, he definitely thought her a dark sorcerer now. And one with intelligence on them.
If only it were so simple.
But in a way, she did have some intelligence on them. She had Char, she had his insider information, even if only about their names. She couldn’t depend on Char to pass this trial, but she could use whatever he was willing to give her to keep her from greater danger.
She needed to convince them, but she refused to subject herself to testing from any of them.
That was the line she had drawn. She didn’t care what Lodeth wanted of her. Not when it came to trying to understand the rest of this, not when it came to learning about possible corruption within the Society, and not when it meant she might need to call upon some other aspect of power and find a way of eliminating it.
Donovan turned to Char. “As we agreed, you will lead the testing.”
Char took a step forward.
Jayna knew a moment of doubt.
As they had agreed?
They had planned this. And she had fallen for it.
It still might be a mistake, but it was too late for her back out now.
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JAYNA COULD FEEL the energy from the sorcerers surrounding her. She knew this was on purpose; it was their way of making her aware of the profound nature of their power to ensure her cooperation.
Char stood in front of her, separated from the other Society members.
Char stared at her. He had an unreadable expression in his eyes, and though she could feel him through the linking spell, he was holding back, restricting her from accessing anything from his mind.
Why would he do that to her?
“Well?” she asked, watching Char. “Are you going to begin your testing or is this all there is to it?”
“Jayna Aguelon,” Char said, his voice impassive, distant, and nothing like the Char she knew.
Though it was fleeting, she knew a moment of doubt. She was confident Char wouldn’t do anything to harm her, but that didn’t stop her from questioning how far Char might go to fulfill his obligations to the Society.
“You have been brought before the Society for testing to determine whether there is dark magic within you. As we have discovered a corruption throughout the Society, all must be tested.”
She frowned at Char. “What is this about?” Jayna asked through the linking spell, but she found nothing but silence.
There was a buzzing in her pocket, and she realized Topher’s token was calling out to her. She wanted to activate it, wanted to ask Topher for help, but she wasn’t sure there was going anything he would be able to do. If nothing else, she wanted to tell Topher what she was doing, where she was, that she might be in danger. Eva, as well.
Then again, if she were to warn Eva, Jayna very much suspected she would come looking for her. Knowing Eva, she would barge in here using her Ashara smoke power and attempt to destroy everything to free Jayna.
It was better for her to ignore their attempt at communication right now.
“The testing is painless unless you carry dark magic. If you are corrupted, the touch of this spell will be incredibly painful, tearing a part of you away.”
There it is. The threat of burning away my magic.
That had been her fear while operating outside of the Society. She didn’t know how often sorcerers had power burned off of them, as the threat was enough to keep most compliant. It was part of the reason she’d hidden when she’d gone to Nelar the first time. And it was the reason she kept herself open to her Toral power. She found it flooding through her now, filling her in a way it had not since she had confronted Melinda. She felt the power rising within her, consuming her, and recognized an aspect of it not yet fully realized. There was more potential to the magic than what she had touched before.
“If you try to burn magic off of me, Char,” Jayna whispered, her voice low, “you know what I will do.”
“You will be tested according to ancient traditions,” he said, ignoring her warning, “and according to new ones. Ancient traditions have failed to identify those who were attained by the dark. There are those of us who have pursued the cleansing of the Society, and we would see it pure.”
There was an intensity in Char’s eyes, and a look that told Jayna he was imploring her to cooperate without question.
She held his gaze, waiting for some greater reaction, but there was none.
She didn’t know what she was permitted to do or say, but as she focused on him, she felt an aspect of it that she thought she might be able to open herself to. The connection through the linking spell.
Char knew her. Char understood what she had been through.
But Char still questioned whether there was darkness to her magic.
And with seven sorcerers around her, seven sorcerers who were trying to use their terrible power, there was a very real possibility they might be able to strip her of sorcery.
“What will you do?”
“You must open yourself to testing. If you refuse, the testing will be more painful, and may leave you scarred.”
The imploring look returned to Char’s eyes.
What was she going to do?
“If you harm me…”
“I won’t,” Char whispered through their connection.
Jayna looked at the other faces around her, nodding to each of them. “I will permit it, but I warn you that if you are corrupted, I will come after each of you in turn.”
It was something of an empty threat, what with her prone position, surrounded by the sorcerers, feeling their power pressing in on her, but it was the only threat she had.
She would not release her hold on her Toral magic. Char had not indicated that she needed to, so there was no reason to.
And as the sorcerers’ power began to swirl around her, she looked at Char.
She could feel the spell building.
She was aware of how the spell was targeted, how it focused, and how that spell angled toward Char and then toward her. He was the one controlling the spell.
She had said he was the only person she would trust. But she hadn’t expected the other sorcerers would commit so much of themselves to Char, permitting him to control the power and to use it against her.
As she focused, she braced herself for the power, and was surprised to find a cold surge that added to the power of the Toral magic. Jayna ignored the sudden blast of power and let the Toral connection flow through her.
It was cold, almost as if it were purifying her. There was no evidence of darkness along the borders of her vision, not the way there had been in the past. She was far more aware of that magic. She was aware of how Toral magic flooded through her, almost as if it were protecting her. And she layered it through her.
The power coursing through her felt almost limitless.
She continued to let it flow.
Then she felt the first spell strike.
Jayna was barely ready.
Though she had tried to brace herself, she had not been prepared for how overwhelming the spell was. She knew the power of a single sorcerer, which was considerably less than one of the Sul’toral, and she had mistakenly thought that seven sorcerers would not have more power than the Sul’toral. But the sorcerers around her were linked, connected in some way. This much power would overwhelm even the Sul’toral.
Their power layered within her, building as it pushed through her. It started in her head and coursed downward, like she was being wrung out like a saturated dishcloth. She could feel the magic trying to constrict, trying to do something more to her. It tried to tear through her magic, and yet was not enough to overpower the Toral magic. That more than anything surprised her.
She stopped fighting.
When she did, she felt relief flood through her connection to Char.
Power continued to build and flow within her.
It was cold, but no colder than the Toral magic, and the accompanying pain was nothing compared to when she’d first started using her Toral power. By not fighting, she found there was less pain than there had been before.
The sensation retreated. The pressure that she’d been feeling, the squeezing, ceased. There was nothing.
Char stared at her. “Jayna Aguelon,” he began, his voice impassive again. “You have proven yourself pure.”
He stepped back, joining the others.
Jayna tentatively reached for her connection to sorcery and found she still had access to it, and felt she was connecting to it more easily than before.
It was unlikely this was tied to anything they had done to her, and more likely connected to how tightly she had held on to her Toral magic. She could feel that power coursing through her, making everything more potent.
Donovan stepped forward again. “You have been proven pure. Now the testing may begin.”
Jayna frowned at him. “That wasn’t the testing?”
“We brought you here to ensure you were not corrupted by dark magic. As we have been aware of your exploits, we had to question whether you were in fact filled with the same dark energy you claim to be fighting against. Councilor Char assured us you were not, but we needed to know with certainty. Given that you are known to be… stubborn,” he glanced to Char, “we knew you would need to be tested by someone you trusted.”
They had played her, but she had past what she was certain was the worst of their test.
“Each of the councilors will question you.”
Jayna grimaced. She had named each of them, proving she knew something about them, but how much did they know about her? They definitely had personal information. Char would likely have shared what he knew about her, especially with his devotion to the Society.
Char was the first to step forward.
“I would like you to demonstrate the most complicated healing spell you know.”
That was what this was going to be? A test of magical abilities?
Jayna smiled to herself.
Complicated healing spell. That was easy. Thanks, Char, she thought. Having seen him use the healing spell he had to help Topher, she thought she could replicate it.
“On what?”
“On the ground,” Char said.
There was no playfulness in his voice, only seriousness.
On the ground?
That seemed ridiculous—and a waste of power, a waste of sorcery—but this was the Society, and this was their new council, so she would do what they wanted.
She focused on the spell.
It was straightforward, but she added layers of complexity, using what Char had demonstrated, and she bound them around her, building one after another on the ground. When the layers were in place, she powered it.
In that moment, she realized what Char had used wasn’t just a stabilization spell. She needed something to heal. She hadn’t paid as much attention to that step. He had tapped on the spell, doing something that was… musical. Could she do that?
She stared at the spell on the ground. Then she started plucking at it before finally releasing it. She looked up at Char but felt nothing. He had muted their connection again.
“Demonstrate how you have protected yourself from dark magic,” one of the other sorcerers said.
Jayna turned to the man. He was short, morose-looking, and his maroon robes flowed over a massive belly. Voralyn Mos. He looked sweaty, which made Jayna smile to herself. Was he nervous? Was he uncomfortable with her here?
“Defensive or offensive?”
“I would see what you can manage defensively.”
There was one defensive spell she relied on. Anything else she had attempted hadn’t been particularly useful for her. She created the magic ball spell and added a bit of Toral power to it.
Unexpectedly, Voralyn sent a blast of power at her.
She didn’t even see what he had done. It was a whip crack of power, laced with energy, but she saw nothing beyond that. When it struck, her spell shimmered, but it was fortified with the Toral magic, and he wouldn’t be able to overwhelm her.
His strike crackled, but she remained unscathed.
He stepped back, nodding to her.
That was it? That was all he wanted?
She snorted.
Another came forward. A petite woman, with graying hair, by the name of Olimpanna Warat. “Attack.”
That was all she said.
Strange, especially given that she knew the Society did not favor aggressive magic. She shrugged and decided to use the starburst pattern. It was powerful, and controlled, but…
In this room, the starburst pattern might run the risk of endangering all present.
She quickly changed her mind and instead chose the snake spell. It was familiar to her, and she had used it enough that she could perform it in her sleep. She sent it streaking out, and it wrapped around the woman and began to constrict.
Jayna pulled tightly. As she constricted the spell, holding tightly, she felt it crackling against the woman’s defensive spell.
Jayna pulled again. Power exploded, ripping through the woman’s defense, and she quickly released the spell.
The others came forward, one by one, each of them asking for a different display of sorcery. She had to demonstrate an enchantment, a way of adding to an existing construct, and even a linking spell, which she found amusing.
Finally, Donovan stepped forward.
He stared pointedly at her. “The purpose of the testing is to ensure that members of the Society have an adequate base of knowledge. In order for a member of the Society to remain in good standing, they must be able to demonstrate control, power, and a breadth of knowledge. From there, as you know,” though his tone told her he didn’t believe she knew anything, “a member in the Society may begin to specialize.”
Jayna knew Char’s specialty; he had always focused on healing. It was a surprise to her though that there were some here who would focus on offensive magic.
“But the last piece of the Society is an understanding and knowledge of how to take what you have learned and add to it. We expect those within the Society to contribute to our breadth of knowledge. We expect documentation of how each member has contributed. In this way, we hope to ensure that the next generation is capable of performing similar feats of magic.”
She frowned, wondering where this was going.
Jayna realized he was clutching something.
A spell book.
“The last test, Jayna Aguelon, is for you to perform a spell unfamiliar to you. This book is my contribution to the collective knowledge of the Society, thus, none of these will be familiar to you. It will require your knowledge, your understanding, and your competence.”
She tensed.
Here she had thought she was getting through this easily, but now she wasn’t as confident.
Reading a spell book, especially an advanced spell book, was never a strength of hers. She could use patterns and spells, but anything beyond that she found difficult.
All of this was a trap. It had to be.
He held the spell book out to her.
She took it, hoping against hope that she was wrong, and this wasn’t a trap, that perhaps he wanted her to pass, and that the spells inside the spell book were basic ones she could easily perform, but as she began to flip through the pages, she saw how complicated they were, and how difficult these spells would be to perform. She would not be able to do this easily.
“Which one do you want me to choose?” she asked.
“You may choose any,” he said.
She may choose. Of course.
She wondered if there was anything here that might be useful, anything that might be intriguing to her, but as she turned the pages, she came up with nothing.
She breathed out, wishing there was an easy answer. The only thing she could do was buckle down and do what Char had taught her.
She looked up at Donovan.
“What is your most complicated spell?”
He smirked. It was subtle, barely a twitch of his lips, but he nodded to her. “A challenge, then. Excellent.” He stepped forward and turned to a marked page in the book.
It was an incredibly difficult spell, more so than anything she had attempted before. She stared at the page sorting out what she needed to do. She’d seen things like this. The spell books Char had given her were complicated like this—and probably for this reason. It would take her time, but she could do it.
“Great. Let me show you how I would create this.”





15

THE STREET WAS dark by the time Jayna left the Society House. The members of the Society had escorted her out, saying nothing before lowering the wall so she could walk past.
She was tired. The entire time she’d been at the Society House, Jayna had stayed open to her Toral magic, but knowing if she were to let go of the power there was very real possibility the Society would try to separate her from it. It was a little bit of a cheat, but no more so than their not sharing with her what they had intended and dragging her to the house without any warning.
While she was irritated with the entire day, she considered this might have been for the best.
This was what Lodeth had wanted from her anyway, and she was given an opportunity to do so on her terms, at least as much as had been possible. After such a long day, she didn’t want to return to the palace. She wanted to visit Eva and Topher.
She plucked on her link Char. She wanted to talk to him about today, but he remained quiet.
His silence irritated her. Char had been complicit in her testing and hadn’t told her what was going on. He was her friend and she hoped he could be honest with her, but in the back of her mind, she knew he felt a sense of obligation to the Society, and it was that obligation that motivated him more than anything else she might do.
Wasn’t this what she wanted though? She had worked to clear dark sorcerers from the Society, and she had been successful. The Sul’toral leading the Society were no more. Now there was a council that seemed to be capable of detecting dark magic using methods the Society had not attempted before.
She had made a positive change.
Letting out a heavy sigh, Jayna twisted the Toral ring on her finger.
She found herself thinking of Ceran often these days and knew she needed to find him, but a linking spell was not a tracking spell. She might be able to convert it, but that would take skill Jayna didn’t possess. The linking spell she had placed on her ring was unfocused, there was no directionality to it.
She picked her way through the streets to Eva’s home. She knocked, and when there was no answer, she used a spell to push the door open. The room was hot, a fire blazing in the hearth.
Eva was resting near the fire, her eyes closed. The kitchen was a mess. Dishes were strewn about, and there were three empty wine bottles.
Three?
There was no sign of Topher.
Jayna pulled out the marker Topher had given her and activated it.
“Topher? Where are you?”
There was no answer. She didn’t like that.
“I’m checking in on you. If you are there, can you send word to me?”
Emptiness.
Jayna called upon more of the power within her, and as she had felt when she was within the Society House, there was a strangeness, something different fluttering within her.
Had the sorcerers linked something to her?
She pulled her Toral magic, letting a flood of cold power build within her.
Eva sat up suddenly and jerked her head in Jayna’s direction. Black hair hung loose in her face, and her eyes were glassy before a surge of fire flared in them, clearing her eyes of their daze.
Eva frowned. “Jayna?”
“Hey there,” Jayna said, stepping fully inside, and closing and sealing the door behind her. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“You did more than wake me,” Eva said. “You wasted my wine.”
“I didn’t. You did. Besides, is it a waste if you enjoyed it?”
Eva glanced at the empty bottles, looking momentarily as though she was going to grab a full one. “We’ve been trying to get a hold of you all day.”
“I know.” Jayna told her about the trial at the Society House, the testing, the purification.
“So, they brought you to the Society House, and Char was part of some torment?”
“Something like that, though I don’t think Char had much choice in the matter.”
Or maybe he did. It would have been his opportunity to determine whether Jayna truly had dark magic or not. Despite her protestations, she’d known Char had questions.
“And I assume you passed?”
“That’s just it… I don’t know. They didn’t make it clear one way or the other.”
“You’re here, are you not?”
Jayna took a seat in the chair next to the hearth. It was hot but not unpleasantly so. There had been a time when the fire had always blazed too strongly for Jayna’s liking, but now it wasn’t quite so bad.
Eva leaned back, closing her eyes for a moment. “I’ve circled both pits with enchantments Topher and I procured from the market. They should hold, but you’ll need to go out there and make sure.”
“I will.”
“You never told me if Ceran said anything about those creatures we encountered and how they’re connected to that pit. We’ve never seen anything like them.”
Jayna sighed. They had not. Dark creatures weren’t summoned, but these ones seemed to have been. “He warned me they were dangerous.”
Eva snorted and smoked drifted around her, and flowed toward Jayna, toward her ring, and she felt a fluttering of power. For a moment, she felt connected to Eva, as if they were joined in a linking spell, but the feeling quickly faded.
“What are you doing?” Jayna asked carefully.
“I’m trying to see if I can add to your tracking spell. If we have to go after him, I’d like to know where he is to determine if it’s safe—or even worth it.”
“This is Ceran,” she said.
Eva opened her eyes. “Which is exactly the reason I’m concerned about going blindly at his beck and call.”
“Did you find anything?”
“No,” Eva said. Her eyes drifted closed again, and she pulled the smoke back to her. “At least, not yet. I might need to take more time.”
Jayna watched Eva as she rested. “Where’s Topher?”
“Searching for enchantments. I don’t suppose you found anything, did you?” Eva arched the brow of a closed eye at Jayna, who shook her head.
She hadn’t been looking for enchantments for her friends. She hadn’t been able to help Ceran. And she wasn’t sure she was doing what she needed for Lodeth. There were too many things she had going on at one time.
“Have the two of you uncovered anything about the explosive enchantments?”
“Only that they were moved from the city. We are trying to figure out where they’re going, how many people are involved, and what we can do to stop them, but it has been difficult.”
“Do you need me to help search?”
“It seems you have enough on your plate as it is.” She glanced to the kitchen. “Now why don’t you go and fetch me a bottle of wine, and we can enjoy the fire?”
Jayna needed to get back to the palace, track down Ceran, or maybe even go after Char to find out what happened after she’d left, but a bottle of wine wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, especially now that she knew how to remove the effects of the alcohol.
“I would like that.”
Jayna got up, went to the cabinet, and started pulling bottles out.
“Not the bottle from Lotin.”
Jayna glanced at the bottle. The label was distinct, as was the wax etching on it. “Too late,” Jayna said, popping the cork out of the bottle, and pouring a glass.
She had to stop butting heads with Eva. They were friends.
“Do you know how much that costs?”
“I would imagine quite a lot.”
“Quite.”
“Then we should enjoy it.”
“I will.” Eva grabbed the bottle from her and tipped it back.
Jayna sipped at her glass. It really was a good bottle of wine.
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BY THE TIME Jayna returned to the palace, it was late enough that she expected she would only see the night-shift soldiers. Soft, enchanted light glowed throughout the palace. Bouquets of flowers rested on tables, which made Jayna pause to inspect whether they were real or enchanted. Now that she knew how enchantments were used in the palace, she suspected there were many more around her than she had noticed upon first arriving.
As she made her way toward her room, she was disappointed to hear the sound of footsteps in the distance. She slowed, frowning, unsure of who it might be at this hour. Perhaps a servant. As she made her way toward whoever it was, a gray cloak caught her attention. She briefly considered following but decided against it.
She reached the stairs leading to her quarters, but before she ascended, she saw another flash of the gray cloak.
It had to be William.
Why would he be here?
She waited for Lodeth’s spymaster to catch up to her.
“Ms. Aguelon,” he said.
“Mr. Range,” Jayna said, frowning at him. “I am surprised to see you out so late. Are you having a difficult time sleeping?”
Darkness flickered in his eyes, and he glanced past her for a moment before turning his attention back to her. “Sometimes, but that is the nature of the work I do,” he said.
Jayna glared at him. “Searching for secrets? Or is there something else you do for the king?”
“The darkness brings me out,” he said.
Jayna narrowed her eyes at him. He had to be making some sort of joke.
The darkness?
He flipped his hair, and Jayna suppressed a snort. Was he trying to draw attention to himself? To distract her? But distract her from what?
“What is it about the darkness that draws you?”
“What is it about the night the draws you, Ms. Aguelon? I’ve seen you coming and going at all hours.”
At least she had confirmation he’d been watching her.
“My responsibilities do take me from the palace at times,” she said, shrugging. “As advisor to the king—”
“Provisional,” said.
“Fine,” she said. “As provisional advisor to the king, I have my own set of responsibilities.”
“Such as joining the Society.”
Did he know what she had done today? Had Lodeth had a hand in her testing? Maybe that was his way of forcing her to act. If Lodeth was responsible, of course William knew.
“The Society will make their choice in due time,” she said.
“The king feels it is essential for you to have a role with the Society,” he said. “I am certain you will make haste to ensure you have the appropriate connections.”
She grinned. “Make haste?”
“Of course, Ms. Aguelon.”
She breathed out a frustrated sigh and glanced around her. This part of the palace was less ornately decorated, consisting of the residential quarters of those who lived in the palace. Not servants, but those like Jayna who had a higher rank. Then again, Jayna didn’t know what rank she truly held within the palace. “How long have you been in service to the king?”
“Longer than you.” William raised one brow as he regarded her.
Each time she was around him, she felt that strange resistance suggesting power unlike anything she had encountered before. He had to be the source of it, or at the very least it was an enchantment he carried.
She glanced over to him before turning her attention to the stairs. “It’s late,” she said forcing a smile. “Perhaps it is best if I return to my quarters. I should get some rest.”
“That would be for the best,” he said. “The king asks much of all of us. Service to the kingdom requires we be at our best. But of course, you know that, don’t you, Ms. Aguelon?”
Was he toying with her?
This was the part of politics she didn’t care for.
Serving Lodeth was a means to an end and William obviously knew that.
“I am more than happy to serve the kingdom at my best,” she said. “And I also understand there are aspects of service that are easier than others. But I suspect you know that, as well.”
He tipped his head in a nod. “Of course. I wish you well, Ms. Aguelon. Get the rest you need and be prepared for what the king may ask of you.”
Jayna hated the knowing expression on William’s face. It left her feeling unnerved. Without another word to him, she headed to her room, settled in, and replaced the magical seal around the door. Once in bed, sleep claimed her quickly.
Dreams of Jonathan haunted her.
Coming back to the city had been helpful, and she felt closer to her brother in a way she had not felt in some time. When she had gone to serve Ceran, Jayna had told herself it was a stop along the journey to find out what had happened to Jonathan. She had planned to use Ceran as he used her, intending to find out more about her brother. That things had gone awry bothered her, but Jayna couldn’t blame Ceran entirely. The intensity of her search for information about Jonathan had long since dwindled.
Now that she was here, she thought she could find him. The king had promised to help her. And she was close to figuring out where he was.
The dreams were flickers of memories. She saw Jonathan as he once had been, strong and confident, sitting in the kitchen after a late night of planning a job, talking to his friend Matthew in hushed whispers over a hand-drawn map. Then she saw him sneaking off down the street, leaving her behind with promises to include her the next time. There were many nights like that. Many times he had made promises to bring her along, and many times when she had thought she would join her brother in his work, until she hadn’t.
When she woke, she felt better than she had in some time, though she missed her brother more than ever and felt an overwhelming urge to abandon her responsibilities and leave to search for him. Only, now wasn’t the time. Too often, it felt like it wasn’t the time.
Jayna got up, dressed, and looked out the window.
The day was sunny, bright, and the air hung with the fragrance of the flowers in the garden outside. She glanced to the stack of books on her desk but ignored them and headed out into the palace halls. It was quiet. Thankfully, she didn’t run into Peltar. She had to be careful with him. She suspected he had his own agenda—and it was probably tied to Karina.
The ring on her finger constricted.
She wasn’t sure if it was dark magic or Ceran, though she doubted it would be him.
She wandered through the palace, avoiding the soldiers, servants, and even Karina on one occasion. She looked for a pattern to what she was detecting, but so far there had been nothing obvious. She reached a set of stairs leading to the entrance and noticed a line of soldiers in enchanted armor, though she had not seen or sensed any sign of the Society.
Why would they be here now?
She stood for a moment at the entrance to the palace, breathing in the floral fragrance of the neatly arranged flowers, shrubs, and tall, flowering trees. Then she focused on where the ring guided her.
It pulled her into the city.
Walking through the city was a unique experience these days. Often, she was accompanied by others in service of Lodeth, so she rarely had time to wander, but she had the time now. Jayna made her way through a market, watched the activity, the normalcy within it, while trying to identify the different styles of clothing. Jayna was not well-traveled enough to know where people were from, though the bright colors and different fabrics made it a fun game were she to have more time. Topher would probably know; he had a knack for those things. Eva might once have known, though her gaps in her memory might make it difficult now.
By the time she reached the edge of the city, the ring still constricted, pulling her out. She knew where she was going.
She no longer focused quite as much on the ring and instead made a direct approach toward the strange smoking pit just beyond the edge of the city. Enchantments arranged around it created a shield, that Jayna walked directly through.
She looked down the ledge leading toward the pit far below. Smoke still streamed up, but with the way her ring squeezed and constricted she had half expected more of the strange creatures to be streaming out as well. So far, there was nothing.
A figure moved down below. As she stared, she thought it was a dark cloaked figure picking its way around the enchantments Eva had placed. Jayna still hadn’t tested them, but the smoke around the pit did seem thinner than before.
William. It has to be.
Was he tied to what had happened here?
That didn’t seem likely, but what other reason would there be for him to be out here? Especially given the protections that had been placed around the pit. She traced out a pattern of a spell, wanting to examine what he was doing, but felt pressure against her, and as she pushed down the spell began to fade until it sputtered out completely.
The figure turned toward her. They were aware of what she had done. She stood, ignoring the fact she was on the edge.
She tried another spell, a simple detection spell. This one should be easy enough for her to utilize, but like the last one it sputtered and faded.
William. Definitely.
Had he uncovered the creature in the cave?
Jayna turned away and made her way toward the cave. She slowed as she neared it. Something was off. It should have been well protected between her spells and Eva’s smoke, but the magic seemed disrupted.
She moved carefully, slowly, and as she neared the cave, she realized the creature was missing.
Had somebody come here looking for it?
William.
Why though?
Had he come through here looking for evidence against her? He was Lodeth’s spymaster. If he found the creature, and if he believed she was somehow involved in its presence here, he might try to convince Lodeth she was not to be trusted. Worse, Jayna wouldn’t be able to argue otherwise. If she were trustworthy, she would have shared with Lodeth what she had found and what she thought it meant, but she had kept it to herself and hadn’t even gone digging for information, leaving that to Eva.
She turned back to the smoking pit and the strange energy she detected.
Something had summoned her out here.
And something had taken the creature’s body.
If it was tied to William, she had to be careful. Not only to maintain her standing within the palace, but because she wasn’t sure what capabilities he might have.
If it wasn’t William, it could be something worse, but who else might have come through here, and what more may still come?
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JAYNA FELT a strange energy all around her and struggled to understand its source. She checked the cave again, thinking she may have overlooked something but knowing she had not. If there was something here, she would’ve seen it by now.
She pulled the enchanted coin out of her pocket and focused. She tried to activate it, but nothing happened.
“Topher or Eva,” she began, “I need you.”
She waited a moment but still detected nothing. Jayna didn’t like that. One of them should’ve answered. She tried again, pushing Toral magic into the enchantment but felt nothing. Frustrated, she stuffed the coin back away.
She looked around the mouth of the cave again. There were no signs of disturbance. She expected there would’ve been some sign somebody had been through here, evidence the cave had been tampered with, and that whoever had come after the creature—
“What are you doing out here?”
Jayna spun to face William standing behind her. He had crept up on her without making a sound. That was skillfully done. And the fact that she hadn’t felt any magical presence left her startled and worried.
Who is this man?
“What are you doing out here?” Jayna asked, briefly looking past him toward the ledge of the pit.
He didn’t move, but there was tension in his posture that suggested he knew exactly where she was looking, and just like her, he knew what was down there.
“Investigating a disturbance. And noticing some particular patterns.”
Jayna looked over her shoulder at the cave. He meant enchantments around the pit. Did he know about the cave? “A disturbance similar to what happened here?”
“And what happened here?” William asked.
Keeping her eyes on William, Jayna stepped closer to the cave. She didn’t like the idea of letting him get close to her without having some sort of protection built to prevent him from doing so, but she was growing increasingly worried that she might not be able to defend herself against him.
“Oh, nothing more than a dark creature that tried to attack me.” She watched him out of the periphery of her gaze. “A creature I’ve never faced before.”
He came closer to her. “Does that happen to you often?”
He was standing only a few paces away, close enough that she could feel the energy wafting off of him.
“It does not,” she said.
What sort of magic could he have?
“You don’t deal with dark creatures often?” William asked, arching a brow at her.
“I deal with dark creatures quite a bit,” she said, readying her Toral magic. “I usually know what they are, but not this time.”
He knelt before the cave, leaning ever so slightly forward, breathing in slowly. As he did, his nostrils flared, and Jayna detected the pressure she had felt in his presence before.
When he was done, he leaned back. “What was it?”
Jayna shook her head. “I can’t tell.”
“Because you don’t know, or because—”
“Because I don’t know what kind of creature it was.” She hated admitting that to William. “It was a tall, thin, spindly-looking creature unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”
“I see,” he said.
“Do you now?” She nodded behind her. “I saw you out there. What were you doing? Maybe visiting your source of power?”
He frowned, and another surge of pressure pulsated from him, pressing through her.
“I told you I serve the king.”
“Does your service to the king bring you out where you might have to deal with dark creatures you are not equipped to handle?”
She wondered if he would share the key to his enchantment, as she suspected he was carrying something that acted as the source of his power.
“From time to time,” he said. “I can’t say with any certainty what this might be either, only that there are times when I encounter things on behalf of the king I am not as familiar with.”
“And what did you find when you looked over there this time?”
“Evidence of a dangerous power,” he said.
It was dangerous, Jayna knew that. Eva, too, had recognized a power here that had worried, questioning whether it was tied to the Ashara.
“Why was this creature here?” William asked.
“Because I wanted to study what it was and sort out why it was summoned here. At least, that’s what I suspect.”
“You left it up here when leaving it down below would have been better to keep it out of reach of curious townsfolk?” He didn’t seem concerned by the idea that whatever this creature was had been summoned.
“I could’ve left it down below where it would have been out of reach, but it would have been harder for me to get to.”
“I see.”
“You say that a lot,” Jayna snapped, surprising herself. There was something about William that aggravated her. He obviously had knowledge she didn’t, but it was his arrogance that got under her skin. It was the fact that he knew something about her brother and refused to tell her anything helpful.
She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. “I saw you in the city,” she said.
He regarded her coldly. “You think you saw me in the city,” he said, his voice soft. He tilted his head back and took long, steady breaths, as if he were trying to detect something in the air, something only he could find. “It is a common fallacy.”
“What is that?”
“That sorcerers actually see what they think they have seen.”
“That’s the fallacy?”
He nodded. “It is.”
There was no point in arguing with him. Jayna touched the coin in her pocket, wishing for Eva’s help. “You go ahead and have fun out here,” Jayna said. “I’m going back to the capital.”
“And do what, Jayna Aguelon?”
She didn’t care for the way he said her name. She didn’t care for the way he looked at her with such a knowing expression in his eyes.
“Why, I’m supposed to accomplish what the king asked of me.”
And now she had to worry about more of the creatures having been summoned to the city—and why. She didn’t have a good explanation for that.
He glanced in the direction of the city, its buildings visible above the smattering of trees on the horizon. “You haven’t told me how your meeting with the Society went.”
The memory of her meeting was burned in the back of her mind. She wasn’t sure which part of it bothered her the most. Having Char look at her the way that he had, the others present, or the uncertainty of it all.
“It went about as well as I would’ve expected,” she said.
The Society questioning her still bothered her. They hadn’t burned away her magic, but she didn’t like getting caught up in the machinations of the Society. At least with Ceran, she knew where she stood.
Still, the Society’s test wasn’t all that different than what she had experienced when she had gone to the Academy. At that time, she had hoped for admission to the Academy, she had wanted to learn.
She remembered the walk up the long, winding road up the hillside leading to the Academy proper. The massive stone structure was situated over the city, looking down upon it, separated enough that if magic went awry none within the city would be injured. At least, that was the story the master instructors liked to tell. Given the nature of magic used within the Academy and how rarely it was that students called upon anything of significance, it would be a rare occurrence.
Jayna had not had the money to fund her training, but that wouldn’t stop her from going to the Academy. She had always known she had magical gifts but didn’t know how to control them.
Her first visit to the Academy was a day that was not unlike today. A day with a flat sky, the sun shining, warm but not too hot, and the breeze carried an unrecognizable aroma, the same aroma that Jayna could smell now. Perhaps it was magic, or perhaps it was her imagination. Either way, the smells drifted around her—flowers, trees, and a strange sizzling energy she couldn’t quite place.
When she had reached the Academy, she remembered stepping inside, and the distinct way that the instructors looked at each student as they had entered, seeming to decide on the spot whether or not they would be capable of learning magic. It was that appraising look that had leveled on her, that look that had left her uncertain, that look that had made her question herself.
She knew didn’t have to stay at the Academy. She had chosen to go. If she wanted, she could go elsewhere. She could return to the city, to Jonathan, and to the streets. Jayna knew Jonathan would welcome her home. And she could have trained with him, become like him.
A thief.
It was that truth that had stayed with her, but it was also that truth that plagued her. Jayna knew she was many things. Daughter to parents who were gone. Dead in some strange and violent accident. Sister to a brother who was one of the cleverest men she’d ever known. A woman skilled with magic but having little opportunity to prove it. She knew she wasn’t a thief. Not like her brother, though truly he was more than a thief. He was a talented planner, a strategist, and she’d long suspected he had a touch of magic himself, no matter how much he denied it.
Unlike Jayna. She wanted magic. She wanted to understand the power of it. And more than anything, she had wanted to control magic. When she had first gone to the Academy and seen the line of maroon robes waiting in the great hall for her testing, everything within her had shrunk down. Her entire being had balled up tightly.
There had been a written test. Its purpose for the students to demonstrate their ability to read, analyze, and understand—all of which had done nothing but cause her to fall deeper into her nerves. As she had scribbled out what she thought the answers were, she found this part of the testing difficult.
She had fought the nerves that filled her the entire time. Nerves that she was convinced would stay, walled up inside of her, perpetually lingering. Nerves that had taken a while to finally ease.
And she had been nervous until the kind-looking young man had smiled at her. He had laughed nervously and said something she barely remembered, some comment about whether or not they had passed, and how so few actually did, but then she had relaxed again.
Jayna was not sure at what point she had. Was it when the young man—Char—had approached her, giving her his lopsided smile, laughing at the ridiculousness of all of this, or was it when she had seen student after student approach the testing, all waiting for their opportunity to present themselves for the Academy instructors, and so many of them performing the kind of magic that Jayna had taken for granted.
It wasn’t that she viewed herself as a skilled magic user. Far from it. But she had known she had magic, and that knowledge had strengthened her; that knowledge had told her she had the right to be here.
When she had gone before the rest of the instructors, she remembered them standing in a line. Not like the circle of sorcerers that had surrounded her at the Society House. The instructors had formed a line of power. A barricade.
And she had identified it for what it was; a way of demonstrating their authority. Jonathan had shown her different things like this. He had shown her gangs with several leaders who exerted their authority with imposing stares, to judges that oversaw the city’s laws, sitting on a bench, looking down upon the accused. The best way to deal with anyone like this was always the same. Stand tall. Look confident. And believe you can do it.
That message had played in her mind when she stood before the instructors at the Academy. Stand tall. Look confident. And know that she could do it.
The one thing Jayna remembered more than anything else was that she had been asked to demonstrate her most impressive magic.
At the time, she knew very little magic. The one thing she knew with confidence was how to create a spell that made things to disappear. It was a spell her brother had always appreciated because it was little more than a trick. An illusion. It allowed her to make things fade from sight, though not permanently. So, at this request from an Academy instructor, she turned to a mug on the table, traced a series of markings, and cast the spell.
It worked quickly, causing the mug to shimmer and disappear.
One of the instructors, a dark haired man with a sharp nose and wide-set eyes, stared at where the mug had been. “Did you destroy it?”
It was the only question he asked, and it seemed surprising even then that his concern was whether the mug had been destroyed.
Jayna hurriedly wiped away the markings, erasing the spell, and the mug reappeared.
“An illusion,” she said, her voice high with nerves though still trying to sound confident. “I can do it again, if you need me to.”
“How big can you make the spell?” This came from a woman with chocolate skin, black hair, and lips that were dressed in what Jayna could only imagine was a perpetual frown.
“As big as I need,” she said. “Though I haven’t tried anything as large as a building, but I could try the table, if you would like?”
As one, the line of testers moved back. Jayna hurriedly traced the symbols of the spell around the table, then activated the magic. The table shimmered and, just like the mug, disappeared. It hadn’t lasted long, though. The power that was required for permanent disappearance was beyond Jayna’s knowledge, though in hindsight it wasn’t so much about the power as it was about the positioning of the spells.
She had been waived on toward a door to the left side of the table, and she hadn’t known if she had passed or failed until she was well through the door and she was handed the robes of a student.
She had passed. And she had done it on her own.
Affording her education had presented another challenge, but Jayna had not allowed herself that concern at the time, not until she learned the true considerable cost of attending the Academy, and it was a cost she hadn’t been certain she could pay.
She let go of the memory as she looked over to where William stood inside of the mouth of the cave, dusting his hands on his pants, looking past her at the pit.
It was then Jayna noticed a buzzing in her pocket.
She pulled out the coin, holding it close to her. “There you are. What are you doing?” she asked in a whisper.
“Jayna?” Topher’s voice came out in a harsh whisper, a note of relief stuck in it. “We need you. Eva needs you. We found the caravan with the enchantments, but…”
His voice trailed off, and Jayna heard an explosion.
“Topher?”
There was no answer. In the silence, Jayna’s mind worked, racing through the possibilities of what might’ve happened.
“Topher? What’s going on?”
“Can you track us with this?” his voice was a breathy whisper. “Through the coin. Can you?”
She thought she might be able to track them through the coin, but she didn’t see a way to do so easily or quickly.
The only thing she thought she might use was Eva’s strange birdlike enchantment.
She pulled it out of her pocket, set it on the ground, and began to push her Toral power into it. The enchantment started to stretch, elongating, and as she pushed more power into it, the enchantment hovered.
William looked over to her then, as if only now realizing she was up to something. He started toward her, but Jayna ignored him, pushing a bit more power into the enchantment. From there, she turned, focusing a spell behind her, using energy to propel herself forward. She had to hope she would be fast enough. Topher and Eva needed her.
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THE CITY SWEPT out below her. It was enormous, much larger than Nelar. Much of the architecture was stone, though many of the outer buildings were built of wood and added to with magic, sorcerers hiring out their services to fortify the buildings. From above, the sense of magic clung to everything. She caught glimpses of smoke drifting from chimneys, throngs of people moving through the streets, and travelers heading along the roads leading away from the city.
Wind whipped around her as she held onto the enchantment. She tried to focus on what she could feel of the buzzing coin, and her mind worked through what she knew. She hadn’t figured out the enchantments, only that they were destructive and dangerous. She’d been caught up in her own issues and hadn’t given the study of the enchantments much consideration. Time with the Society had distracted her.
That had been a mistake. The enchantment was explosive—and dangerous. Something like that had likely been made by a sorcerer, not a dular. What sorcerer would have done that, though?
The paper enchantment cruised above the ground, soaring rapidly to the west of the city. Soon enough she knew exactly where it was she was going. She could feel it. She could feel the buzzing of the coin, but what guided her most readily was that she could also see the result of the explosion. Fires raged in the distance.
Jayna slowly withdrew her sorcery and Toral magic and coasted toward the ground.
When she landed, she jumped free and started running, coming to an abrupt halt when she heard the sound of footsteps behind her.
Jayna spun around, while forming the starburst spell, only to see William.
“What are you doing here? How did you get here?”
William glanced behind him, nodding to the enchantment. “I caught a ride.”
He’d stayed with her?
She thought she would have noticed someone riding with her, but she had seen nothing.
“How did you catch a ride?”
He waved his hands at her. “I held on.”
“The entire time?”
He shrugged. “What can I say. I’m strong.”
Or magically gifted. If he had been able to hold onto the enchantment while they were in the air, there was no doubt the man was powerful.
“What are you doing here?”
Jayna pointed. “There’s a fire.”
“I can see there’s a fire,” he said. “But what are you doing here?”
Jayna huffed. She could still feel the coin vibrating and hated that she was wasting with William, but she also worried if she didn’t give him the answers he wanted now, she wasn’t going to get the answers she needed from him later.
“A friend told me there was an explosion. They’ve been following some dangerous enchantments being shipped out of the city to Nelar, and we knew we needed intervene.”
There. She would try honesty with him, even if she didn’t think he deserved it.
He frowned but said nothing. Jayna turned, hating that she had put her back to him, and headed toward the explosion. Eva and Topher were up there.
As she ran, William kept pace with her. She drew upon her Toral connection, as that would be the most useful for her now. Sorcery would serve little purpose right now, but she could mix the two, to create something more powerful if it came to that.
She reached the first of the wagons.
There was little here but smoldering remains.
Scattered debris. Nothing else. How much magic had been used here?
She didn’t see Topher or Eva. The only thing she was aware of was the power and the magic in and amongst the debris. Jayna hurried to the next smoldering wagon.
“Your friends did this?” William asked, pausing near a pile of still-burning rubble.
Jayna shook her head.
Though she had sensed this energy before, it wasn’t nearly as destructive as she would’ve expected. From the way Topher had reacted, she thought much of the surrounding landscape had been destroyed.
“My friends were here, but I don’t think they had anything to do with this.”
She continued moving. In the distance, she saw a large cloud of dust, a smoldering pile. She could no longer feel the coin trembling and she worried about the source of smoke. As she neared, she noticed the ground was more damaged than it had been other places, the destruction much more significant. She approached carefully, holding onto her Toral magic. She steeled herself to find her friends lying motionless.
Jayna traced out a quick pattern to seal off any danger that might be here. William paused at one of the piles of rubble, scooped some into his hand, lifted it to his nose, and sniffed.
“Do you know what caused this?”
She shook her head. “I thought I did, but now I’m not so sure. They were tracking enchantments.”
“Why?”
“Because they were dangerous,” Jayna said. “And because I knew that if we didn’t track it, nobody would. I’ve seen things others overlooked before. I didn’t want anyone else injured.”
But it wasn’t all about Nelar.
That was part of the reason but not all of it.
She kept moving, feeling the coin in her pocket vibrate again. If Topher had activated it, it meant he was still alive. Or perhaps it was Eva. Either way, their silence bothered her.
She kept moving. Each time she took a few steps, she paused again, testing with her Toral magic, thinking maybe she could determine if there was anything else here, but she found nothing.
William followed behind her as if unwilling to leave her.
There was a sense of something nearby. It was the faintest tracing of magical energy, but as she focused on it, Jayna thought she could feel the source of power.
She hurried forward until she caught sight of movement along the road.
“Why do you care about these enchantments?” William asked.
There was a strangeness to his posture. His hands were tucked beneath his cloak, and she worried what he might do. Was he going to attack her?
Her magic had limitations around him, and she wasn’t sure how much she’d have to draw upon to overpower him.
“I’ve told you why,” she said.
“Why Nelar?” He looked around before turning his attention back to her. A pair of knives were in his hands.
They had elaborate markings along the blade and the hilt. Powerful blades, probably. Enchanted.
She turned to him, drawing upon her Toral magic, and she created the magic ball spell around herself. If he was going to hold onto a pair of powered daggers, then she was going to be ready for an attack. Anger built within her, and as soon as she tapped into her Toral magic, it surged, filling her completely.
Every time she called upon the power in this way, as expansively as she did, she became aware of some other aspect. She could feel the energy as though she was descending into a cold place that helped her mind flow in a way it didn’t otherwise. When she went there, when she tracked through that power, she found more than she expected.
“What exactly are you asking?” Jayna said. “Are you asking why I would care about the people of Nelar? Is this because you think the dular are invaluable to the kingdom? Or is it because you think to accuse me of having some hand in the shift of power in that city.”
“You aren’t from Nelar,” he said. “I’ve heard about Jayna Aguelon. You come from the city of Kent, and you spent time in Morat before moving on to Calasron. Do you deny these details?”
She moved around when she was young. Young enough that she didn’t remember the names of the cities. It was only after she had gotten older that she learned where they had traveled and that she had started to learn the truth about her family. That they moved for her father’s jobs, that they looked for opportunities, and that her father had struggled with many of them. He had struggled to try to find the right position for the family, wanting only to give them an opportunity.
“Does it matter where I’m from?” Jayna asked, her voice soft, but the cold anger of the Toral magic still burning within her. “I want to protect the people of that city. They’ve done nothing to warrant an attack.”
She moved within the range of his knives. She focused on the Toral power, readying her magic ball spell to force it out from her if it came down to that.
“What did you find in Nelar?” William asked.
“I found violence,” she said softly. “I found dark magic. And I stopped it. I did what was necessary.”
“Dark magic?” he sneered.
She pressed toward him again, her magic ball spell pushing outward, pushing against him. She could feel his magical resistance fighting against her. What kind of enchantment was this?
He didn’t do anything with the daggers in his hands. He didn’t move them, didn’t attack her. But the pressure pushing against her Toral magic started to flicker.
She glowered at him. “Go ahead. Tell me what you think you know about me.”
“I know more than you can even imagine,” he said.
“Really? Your sources have told you so much that you feel like you know me? Your sources have revealed to you some truth about me?” Jayna stared at him. “Have your sources told you that I—”
Jayna didn’t have the opportunity to finish, as another explosion thundered not far from where they stood.
She ran toward the sound, keeping the magic ball spell layered around her as she focused on another spell, readying for an attack on whatever she found at the site of the explosion.
She felt her ring started to constrict.
She glanced briefly at William. Could it be him?
She didn’t think so, she would have felt something from him sooner. But if it wasn’t him, what was it?
She heard a strange lumbering sound. A thudding.
In the distance, Jayna saw a hint of smoke.
Eva?
She ran in search of her friend, ignoring the pain of the Toral magic. It burned, and there was an edge of darkness along the outskirts of her eyes.
There was darkness here. That was what she had to focus upon. And she was a Toral. She was Ceran’s Toral. She was trained to handle dark magic.
William stayed near her, though not so close as to disrupt her magic. Was he aware of how his presence limited her Toral magic? Was he purposefully avoiding doing so? That was surprising.
“What can you tell?” William asked.
“Now you want my help?”
“I wanted to know your motivation,” William said. “And if you are working on behalf of the kingdom, then…”
She laughed. Though she wasn’t afraid of dealing with dark magic, she was concerned about doing so with a man like William, who she didn’t trust, a man whose magic and influence upon her was unpredictable.
“All I want is to ensure these enchantments don’t reach Nelar and destroy it. But now there’s another challenge,” she acknowledged. Jayna focused on the thudding sound, feeling the steady rhythmic drumming. “There is dark magic up here. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.”
“What does it feel like?”
She cringed at him but saw him looking at her with clear blue eyes. Though his looked held an intensity she’d not seen. Was it a desire to know?
“I have a way of sensing dark magic,” Jayna admitted. “It’s how I knew there was such a threat to Nelar. It’s why I stayed there. And now I can feel the same thing out here. Something that reminds me of what I felt near that pit.”
“That’s not the only pit I’ve found,” he said.
Jayna froze, and for a moment her control over her power faltered. “What do you mean?”
“There is another like it. And I’ve been tracking enchantments as well, which is why I question your motivations. You knew about this smoke pit,” he said, waving his hand behind him, “and you knew about the creatures, but it was when you admitted knowing about the enchantments I’ve been tracking through the city that I became increasingly concerned about you, Jayna Aguelon.”
“I have nothing to do with what we have found in the city.”
“And what about the enchantment you carry on you?”
She peered at him. Which enchantment was he talking about?
But even as she asked herself that question, she knew. She was carrying one of the explosive enchantments. She pulled it out of her pocket, at the same moment feeling a constriction in her ring suggesting dark magic was close, but she had to deal with William first.
“My friend found this. This is what they’ve been tracking. And this is what you, apparently, seem to think I have something to do with?” She chuckled. “I don’t have the talent to make anything like this.”
“That’s not the rumor I’ve heard about you,” William said.
“Well, you know how rumors get started.”
“I do. I’ve started many myself.”
It was an odd comment, but she ignored it.
“Go ahead, activate it if you want, but I suspect it’s going to react much like the others,” she said. “So I would caution you that friend thought it was dangerous to use.”
“It would be. If it were active.”
“What do you mean?”
He shrugged. “Just what I said.”
She felt another surge of power, another pang of dark energy that triggered the ring, and she looked around, wondering where it was coming from.
“Are you going to betray me?” she asked, meeting William’s eyes before focusing on the distance once again. “Or are you going to help me stop this dark magic?”
“If you truly intend to protect the kingdom, then I am with you. If not, then you will find I am against you.”
What choice did she have but to work with him? She nodded and felt the surge of power through the ring again, another pang that calling her to her right.
She saw smoke in the distance.
Another enchantment.
But there had been no explosion.
They headed toward the dark magic together.
Jayna hoped it wasn’t a mistake.
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JAYNA RAN her finger around her Toral ring, feeling the dragon stone and the bloodstone mingled within it augmenting its power, and pressed some of her Toral magic into the ring itself. She’d never tried it before, and when she did so now, she detected something within the ring she hadn’t noticed.
She wanted to pause to examine it more fully, but now wasn’t the time.
Toral magic coursed through Jayna, cold and burning, ripping free any sense of emotion she had. The longer she held onto the Toral magic, the more clearheaded she became.
She continued running but stopped when she neared the smoke. There was no enchantment. She didn’t need to get closer to know the source.
“Another pit,” she breathed out.
“Jayna?” a voice called from behind her.
Jayna spun to meet the speaker.
She almost released a spell but drew back before she unleashed her magic upon Topher who had his hands out, a series of enchantments wrapped around both wrists—hopefully protective enchantments Eva had helped him find.
“What are you doing out here, Topher?”
Topher looked to William, his eyes narrowing. “Who’s that?”
“This is William Range. He works for the king.”
Topher regarded William for a long moment before turning his focus to Jayna. “We have been trying to reach you. We tracked this out here, but then…”
“But then what?”
“The enchantments were triggered,” Eva said.
She appeared near Jayna, though Jayna hadn’t seen her approaching. Had Eva used her Ashara magic, or had Jayna been distracted by William and Topher and the strange smoky pit?
“What caused them to explode?”
“We don’t know,” she said. “We started following them, but then they exploded. I suspect you saw the remains?”
Jayna nodded. “I saw them. At first, they weren’t nearly as impressive as I was expecting. I thought they might be more like what’s over there,” she said, pointing to where the ground had been totally destroyed.
“Those are the ones Topher destroyed,” Eva said. “He triggered a few, causing the destruction of the wagons and the activation of others. A couple got past us.”
“And then you exploded?”
“Not us. Somebody else.”
“Let me get this straight,” Jayna said, keeping William and the smoking pit in the distance in sight. “Somebody brought these enchantments out here to trigger them. Not in Nelar?”
What exactly is going on?
Jayna breathed out heavily and approached the smoky pit.
She could still hear the thudding sound.
Creatures, she suspected, though she hadn’t seen them. They must still be out there though. And if this was anything like the other pits they had come across, she anticipated she would find similar creatures here. Or worse. Creatures summoned by this place. But why?
“Be careful, Jayna Aguelon,” William said. “If this is anything like the other places I have uncovered, this will be dangerous.”
Jayna shrugged at Eva. “Apparently, he’s uncovered several other smoke pits.”
“How many?”
Jayna frowned. “Why?”
“How many?” Eva repeated.
William regarded Eva with renewed interest, eyes narrowing, brow furrowing, and Jayna got the distinction impression that he was calling upon magic.
“This will make six so far.”
Eva shook her head absently. She approached the pit, and smoke swirled around her. She was controlling it in a way Jayna had not seen before, sending spiraling waves outward, twisting around the smoky pit, and then down, questing into its depth, searching for answers.
“We won’t be able to seal this off,” Eva said.
“What is it?” William asked.
“A conduit,” Eva told him. “And one that should not be here. But with six of them, and I suspect a seventh likely, they will be able to form a link, and from there…”
“What happens from there?” Jayna asked.
“It depends on what they’re trying to connect to,” Eva said.
William stood at the edge of the smoky pit, his hands tightly gripping his knives as he looked down into the dark.
“I would back away,” Jayna said.
“And I am not you,” William said.
Jayna crossed her arms. To Eva, she asked, “What do you mean a conduit?”
“I struggled to understand the purpose of the first pit. There was something familiar about it.”
“The smoke?” Jayna asked.
“Partly,” Eva said. “With the second one, I had a memory of something similar. A conduit.” She looked at Jayna with a pained expression still on her face. “Unfortunately, I don’t know what it is for.”
Eva bit her lip, smoke swirling from her, more and more of it emanating. Jayna knew there would come a point where Eva would use too much power and would have to recuperate. How much strength did she have? How much had she expended dealing with the enchantments?
Jayna rested her hand on Eva’s arm, and Eva stiffened. “What do we have to do to stop this?”
“We have to find the one responsible.”
“If this is a conduit, it means there is a great danger coming our way.”
Jayna only knew where two of the smoke pits were, not any of the others that William had found.
“Let me guess,” Jayna said, looking first to Eva before turning to Topher, whose concerned gaze lingered on William. “The other pits are situated all around the city, and some part of the city is centered in the middle?”
“As far as I can tell,” he said.
“Can you tell?” Jayna asked Eva.
“That is not my talent,” Eva said.
Jayna could see the calculating look in William’s blue eyes. He was sizing Eva up, trying to decide what her talent was.
“I might be able to chase it, but it’s going to require power. I could use a map or…”
A different idea came to her. Jayna didn’t need a map. All she needed was the flying enchantment. They could stay above the city and look down at the pits to try to figure out what was going on here.
“Whoever is responsible must still be around here,” Jayna said.
“We followed the wagons,” Eva said, her voice full of irritation, a surge of power radiating from her, indicating by more smoke swirling around her. “They were enchanted.”
Jayna groaned. “Well, we have some experience with that, don’t we?”
“So, you didn’t see who was responsible?” William asked.
“Are you dense?” Eva asked.
“I’m just trying to make sense of what you’re telling me. The two of you were responsible for bringing some power out here, and then it exploded, and you’re trying to convince us that you didn’t have anything to do with it?”
Eva frowned at Jayna. “He is dense, isn’t he?”
“Careful, Eva.” She didn’t know if William was dense or not, but he was connected to power, she knew. And to Lodeth.
Eva frowned. “As I said, I—”
Eva spun, and smoke spiraled out from her, billowing outward like a sheet. Jayna felt some of the smoke flow toward her and surge into her ring. Jayna felt Eva’s smoke fluttering through her, connecting to her.
Her ring constricted again, and she realized it had been trying to constrict, but something kept it from doing so. She frowned, looking out at the ring, twisting it on her hand. When she looked over to Eva, she found a dark expression on the other woman’s face.
“Go,” Eva said.
Jayna launched herself forward into the smoke.
“Protect Topher!” Jayna shouted back to Eva.
She didn’t wait for Eva to respond. As she ran forward, feeling the power within her, feeling the energy surging in the ring, Jayna was ready. She felt the movement of something nearby.
Dark magic.
She saw tall, lumbering figures with dark skin.
Jayna flicked her wrist, the snake spell shooting outward, sorcery mixed with Toral magic, and she latched onto the creature and whipped her hand back, causing the power to explode, the creature to shimmer, before it shuddered and dropped into nothingness.
That was one way to do it.
She was holding onto so much Toral power, so much magic, that she could feel just what she needed to do. She felt the power, but some aspect of her sorcery seemed different.
Had her time in the Society house changed something for her? Jayna wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but in this moment, dealing with these creatures, she was grateful.
Another lumbering creature came toward her, and as she started crafting the snake spell, she noticed two more.
Jayna shifted more of her Toral magic into the snake spell, sending it out like a whip and wrapping around all three of them before constricting it. She pulled backward, and the energy crackled as the creatures came at her. She pushed more of her Toral magic through her, the power exploding and dissolving the creatures into nothingness.
Jayna paused.
Her connection to Eva’s smoke magic told her there were more of them, different creatures, surrounding her.
What were they here for?
Jayna floated toward the nearest one, and rather than waiting until more emerged, she hurriedly pushed out with another snake spell, grabbing around its legs, and quickly threading upward to the creature’s head, and jerked back. As before, the creature dissolved into nothingness.
She sent another snake spell outward, catching another creature. And another. And another. Facing no struggle, no limitations.
It felt like her sorcery and the Toral magic, mixed with what Eva had granted her, made her far more powerful than she ever would have been on her own. Jayna weaved through the smoke, destroying the creatures as she moved. When all in her sight were down, she paused, waiting for more, though none came.
But the smoke didn’t lift.
Surprisingly, Jayna felt a push of more power from Eva, and, she realized, from the Toral ring.
Ceran was pushing.
She knew he was always aware of her magic, and wasn’t surprised that he detected something now, but this felt intentional in a way Ceran’s power had never felt to her. The ring continued to constrict, and she couldn’t distinguish if it was because of dark magic or not.
The creatures she had faced were certainly dark ones, and she had managed to overpower them fairly quickly, but what if there was something else here? Something more?
When she saw a shadowed movement near her, she pushed out with a burst of power. As soon as it flew away from her, it struck something, and then dissolved into nothingness.
She felt the resistance as she had before. The smoke pit had given her that sense. So had William.
He claimed he was working on behalf of Lodeth, but could she be sure?
She started toward what she detected. If it was William, maybe she could follow him.
A figure moved away from her. She prepared the snake spell once more and whipped it away from her toward the figure.
There was a bit of pressure, but then the spell faded into nothingness.
Since the snake spell didn’t work, Jayna hurriedly tried another spell. The starburst spell. She’d knew it could incapacitate somebody even without striking them. She focused on the spell, drew through her Toral connection and a hint of smoke from Eva, and blasted outward.
As before, there was resistance, and the spell faded.
She tried another. A fireball.
It didn’t work.
She hurried forward and coming upon a darkened figure not far from her. She thought maybe it was William, but she found him lying on the ground motionless. Jayna darted forward and prepared a spell.
As she unleashed the snake spell once more, she also hit the figure with a fireball burst of power. The mix of sorcery and Toral magic exploded. It struck, but frustratingly, the power slammed into the figure and quickly faded.
The figure turned to face her.
They had pale skin, silver hair, and eyes to match.
There looked unusual, off-putting, but Jayna ignored their appearance tried again to explode power at them. She sent a burst of fire. When she expected to see them tossed back by the force of the spell, it instead withered away, and they remained standing.
The figure took a step toward her.
He had a pair of daggers in hand that reminded her of William’s weapons. Maybe they were William’s. Before he could get too close, Jayna slammed the starburst spell into the ground in front of him.
It exploded, causing the ground to ripple, shooting him upward and throwing him back.
She charged him, drawing power through the Toral ring. Rather than exploding it outward, she punched him in the chest.
He didn’t go down.
She drew even more power into the ring and sent it into the ground. It exploded, sending him flying.
As Jayna raced over to him again, the air shimmered and smoke obscured her vision. She tried to pull it off the same way she pulled off Eva’s smoke, but it didn’t work. Something resisted her.
And then everything was quiet.
The man was gone.
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JAYNA MADE her way to William.
He was lying motionless, his body at a strange angle. She found his knives resting on the ground. She kicked them off out of arm’s reach, worried that if he were to suddenly come around, he might grab them and attack her without realizing what he was doing.
She touched him, but he didn’t stir.
He was breathing. She checked for a pulse, found that it was regular, steady, and not erratic the way she would’ve expected if he were significantly injured. She needed to test for injuries and felt confident in what Char had shown her that she thought she would try.
She crouched down, placed a healing pattern around him, and activated it. As soon as she did, the spell faded. She sat back on her heels, frowning.
“What is it?” Eva asked, striding over to her. Smoke swirled around her, and there was a hint of a breeze tugging at her black hair, making it flow dramatically.
Topher trailed behind Eva, holding his hand, nervously twisting the enchantments on his wrist.
Jayna looked down at William’s prone figure. “It’s him. I wasn’t sure if it was an enchantment or not, but I think it’s him.” She turned her face to Eva. “When I first met him, I felt a resistance against my magic.”
“You tried to battle him the very first time you met him?” Eva asked.
“It wasn’t that I battled him,” Jayna said, turning her attention back to William, and focusing on his motionless form. “I was holding onto my Toral magic, and I could feel there was some sort of pressure building against it, a resistance to me. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I could feel something.” She shook her head. “I can still feel that resistance. I don’t know the source of it, but if it was magic he was wielding, I would expect he’d need to be awake for it.”
“Enchantments?” Eva asked.
Jayna shook her head. “I don’t know what kind of enchantment could cause my magic to fade so quickly. I don’t think that’s what it is. Honestly, I have no idea what it could be.”
“Then maybe it’s not magic,” Eva said.
“Or it might be magic, but it’s a kind of magic we don’t understand.”
“Perhaps,” Eva said. She crouched down, looking over at William as her smoke swirled around him, then pressed inward, working through him. “It doesn’t seem to be affected by my power,” Eva said.
“Maybe your power is different?”
“It is different,” she said absently. “And he is pretty.”
Jayna chuckled. “What is it with you and pretty guys?”
She briefly glanced at Topher who had stayed behind Eva, his hands now at his sides. “I can make comments about these men. He can be pretty and dangerous.”
Jayna snickered. “Definitely dangerous.” She sighed. “I suppose if he’s unconscious and not able to get up, we have to get him back to the city.”
“We?” Eva asked.
“I can’t just leave him here. He serves Lodeth and knows something about the pits.”
“We need to understand these pits as well,” Eva said.
“But it’s more than that,” Jayna said, looking down at William and then to where the pale man had attacked before disappearing. “There was somebody else like him. I managed to deflect his attack, but I don’t know how long we will have before he returns.”
“Which is why we must keep moving,” Eva said.
“Why are you concerned about the number of smoke pits?”
“Because the number makes a difference,” Eva said. “Numbers have power. Surely you know that.”
“Well, I know that matters in sorcery, but it doesn’t matter with Toral magic.”
“Doesn’t it?”
Jayna frowned and shook her head. “When it comes to Toral magic, the only things that matter are the control, the power, and the connection.”
“With my power, and many others, numbers make a difference.” She looked back toward the smoke pit. “It can augment the kind of power that exists. It’s a real possibility that whoever is sending these creatures could draw on the power of numbers to overwhelm any sort of natural defenses.”
Natural defenses.
She sighed. “That’s what you’re going on about? You think William and this other man have some sort of natural defense against magic.”
“I think it’s a very strong possibility,” she said.
“If that’s the case, are there other natural defenses?”
“I don’t know,” Eva said.
“But you called this a…” Jayna shook her head, “I don’t remember what you called it, but it connects something. At least, that’s what you thought?”
“A conduit. That is what it is. I don’t know what it is a conduit for, or what it is a conduit to, but that is what it is. I can feel it. If you let me explore it longer, I might be able to uncover the connection and give you more information about it.”
“You do that. I’m going to bring William back to the city and see if I can help him before getting answers from him.”
“Topher, help me carry him back to the enchantment.”
“I don’t want to,” Topher said.
“Come on,” Jayna snapped.
“You said he has some sort of natural resistance to magic. I don’t want to touch that,” Topher said.
“It’s not going to hurt you,” Jayna said.
“Are you sure?”
“Grab his clothing,” Jayna said.
Topher grumbled and grabbed William by the legs. Jayna grabbed an arm, as did Eva. They dragged him across the ground, heading back the way Jayna had come, passing the smoldering wagons, and reaching the flying paper enchantment she had not put away. They heaved William on top.
“You do realize that if he has some natural resistance to enchantments, he might cause this to fade while you are using it,” Eva said.
“He must be able to control it since I made it here in the first place. I don’t have much of a choice if I want help him.”
“Where will you bring him?”
Jayna hadn’t thought about that.
Back to the palace? She wasn’t sure if there was anybody there she could trust. But she also didn’t want to give William access to a place she cared about.
“I guess we have to bring him back to the palace, don’t we?”
“You don’t have to sound so disappointed by it,” Eva said.
“Well, I have questions for him, and I’d love to keep him tied up—”
“You’d what?” Eva said, laughing.
Jayna shook her head. “Not like that.”
Eva laughed softly, and her smoke drifted to William, latching him to the paper enchantment. “I did say he was pretty,” she said.
Topher’s shoulders slumped slightly.
“Oh, don’t worry. You’re pretty too,” Eva said, tracing a finger along his cheek.
Jayna climbed on the enchantment and immediately began to push power through her. It hovered for a moment. Jayna didn’t know how long the enchantment would hold, but hopefully it would be long enough to get them back to the city.
She looked from Eva to Topher. “Climb on,” she said.
Eva shook her head. “I’m not done here. If there are other pits, I need to inspect them.”
“We can do it from the air.”
“No, I can’t,” Eva said. Smoke billowed from her and across the ground, and Jayna thought she understood.
She glanced over at Topher. “Are you going to come with me, or you going to stay with Eva?”
He glanced over at William, and his expression soured. He looked concerned that something about William would tear his magic from him.
Jayna found herself smiling at the idea, but then again Topher was intuitive about certain things, so maybe there was something to fear about losing his magic. It would certainly be dangerous.
“I might stay with Eva. You said she needs to be protected.”
Eva looked at Jayna, who shook her head. “I think I said you need to be protected.”
“Why do I need to be protected? I have these,” he said, holding the enchantments on his wrists.
“And what do those enchantments do?” Jayna asked.
“They make me stronger, faster, and look…” He took a step back and jumped.
To Jayna’s surprise, he jumped nearly twenty feet in the air.
“I wouldn’t use up all the power in those before you need it. We don’t know what we might encounter over the next few days.”
“You think it is only going to be a few days?” Eva asked.
“I don’t know. I hope it’s not any longer than that.”
Jayna pushed power into the enchantment, and it took off.
She hadn’t gone far before she could feel the enchanted energy beginning to falter. She had to force more of her Toral magic into it to help it fly higher, but it seemed to make little difference.
William must drain the enchantment faster than usual.
If he had a resistance to magic, how did he use his knives? They were enchanted from what she could tell; wouldn’t his resistance impede his knives?
Unless he could control it.
She looked down, trying to see the smoke pits. For a good view, she needed to get higher, so she tried to push out more power, but it faltered.
She wouldn’t be able to see the placement of the pits from this vantage and would have to trust Eva to map them.
As they continued to streak across the ground, a few feet above the surface, she focused, pushing as much power out of her as she could to speed their return to the city.
The landscape started to shift, and the city walls came into view.
They were close.
It was at that moment the enchantment wavered.
She tried pushing more power into it, but the enchantment had reached its limit and began to drop.
She was tossed free of the enchantment. Though they hadn’t been that high in the air, she created a magic ball spell around her to cushion her fall.
She hurried over to William, only to find him sitting up. His eyes flashed with irritation as he reached for daggers that weren’t there.
Jayna fished them out of her pockets. “Are you looking for these?”
“Hand them over,” he said.
“I was bringing you back to the city after you were injured fighting whoever that was. Do you care to tell me about him?”
“Hand them over and then we can talk,” William said.
Jayna frowned, looking down at the knives. She traced her hand over one of them. It had a curved blade with enchanted markings. The hilt of it was made of pale white bone, or perhaps stone. Maybe it was dragon stone. She had not seen dragon stone anywhere else. It had a specific texture, and a held a distinct power. She turned the knife over, noticing the etchings along the surface. Maybe these were not the enchantments she had believed. She found her fingers fluttering above the surface of the blades, tracing the markings along the hilt, and while they were intricated, there was nothing about them that struck her as enchantments.
Maybe they weren’t.
She flipped one toward him, and he caught it out of the air. She was impressed. She flipped the other, and he caught that too.
She found the paper enchantment, picked up, and stuffed it into her pocket. Its magic might be fully spent, but until she was sure, she wanted to keep the enchantment.
“You care to tell me what that was about? Who was that? He was like you. He had knives like you.”
“His name is Lartial Neals. And he does not care very much for me.”
Jayna knew it was more than not caring for him.
“Is he like you?”
He looked up, holding onto his knives, tracing his hand along them. “There are those of us who have an intrinsic resistance to magic. I suppose you’ve determined that.”
She nodded. “It’s why the enchantment didn’t last very long. I thought I might be able to get you back to the city. I did hope we could fly above the city long enough that I could see the pattern of the pits, but I couldn’t. You and your natural resistance, as it were, kept me from getting high enough.”
He shifted, getting to his feet slowly. He closed his eyes and breathed out heavily. He sheathed the knives, slipping them under his cloak. When he opened his eyes again, they seemed clear once more. “I’m sorry about that. I would like to see that as well, but unfortunately, I don’t know that it makes much of a difference. What’s important is that the pattern is focused on the city.”
“The real question is where it’s focused in the city. If we can figure that out, then maybe we can uncover what it’s targeting. Unless you don’t care.”
He snarled at her. “Of course I care.”
“I’m not sure what you care about. You’ve accused me of wanting to target the city, and yet you’re keeping your own secrets. Does Lodeth know?”
“Do you think I would keep secrets from my brother?”
Jayna let out a groan. Brother? “Does he have the same resistance you do?”
It would explain how Lodeth had withstood the Fates and Melinda.
Maybe the Society hadn’t known. Why reveal a secret that kept one safe?
“He has some of it, but it is stronger when honed over time, and he has not worked to do so.”
“It’s why the Society wasn’t able to influence him. Why the Fates weren’t able to harm him. That’s why the Sul’toral didn’t get to him,” Jayna mused aloud. She had wondered how he’d managed to avoid the Fates and their influence. If he had resistance like William, it made sense.
“I was gone. I am back. I think the Fates suspected what I was, but I don’t think they knew my relationship to Lodeth.”
“Then why tell me?”
“Because you protected me.”
Jayna snapped back, shocked. “If that’s all it took, then…” She looked toward the city. “I don’t know what’s going on. But I do know there are dark creatures involved. The kind of magic that’s there, the kind of magic tied to those pits, is not like anything I’ve detected before. I don’t think the magic itself is dark, but there’s something to it I don’t fully understand. And I’m going to need help.”
“Your friends won’t help?”
“My friends will help,” Jayna corrected him. “But my friends don’t understand what’s going on either. And if you have a natural resistance to magic, along with the connection to whoever is involved here, I think it may be beneficial for the two of us to work together. For the good of the kingdom,” she said quickly.
He arched a brow at her. “You care about the kingdom?”
Jayna wasn’t sure what priority mattered the most to her. Jonathan came to mind first. But she also wanted to stop dark magic.
“I care so long as you tell me what happened to my brother.”
“That’s your only concern?”
“Not my only one. It’s the concern that brought me to the kingdom and brought me to work with Lodeth.”
“If I reveal it, you won’t be compelled to help.”
“I don’t need to be compelled to help. If you have learned anything about me, you would see that. I thought you were a spymaster.”
William watched her for a long moment before taking a deep breath. “Your brother is in Nearnahl.”
Jayna stared at him. Of all the places Jonathan could’ve ended up, it had to be Nearnahl?
She started laughing.
“I fail to see what’s so funny,” William said.
“Oh, it’s just me. I have been looking for my brother all over, but I never thought to try checking an island for him.”
“If you could have made it there.”
Jayna arched a brow at him. “You don’t think I could?”
“Perhaps you could. What are you going to do now?”
She wanted to go after Jonathan, but if he was in the Nearnahl prison, getting him out would take a bit of time. She couldn’t simply blast her way into a prison. Well, maybe she could. The prison was set on an island off the coast, and would once have been difficult to reach, though now that she had access flying enchantments, it wouldn’t be quite as difficult.
It wasn’t the right strategy though. She needed to know more about what had brought him there. Maybe Gabranth, but maybe something else.
“I told you. I care about protecting people from the kind of dangers I know exist in the world, the kind of dangers I know the Society has not protected them from.” She glanced at him. “What about you? Are you going to help me? Or are you going to sit there, injured, and looking helpless?”
“You are not what I expected, Jayna Aguelon.”
“And what did you expect?”
“Sister to a thief. Parents killed by dark sorcery. A young woman who abandoned the Academy to chase after power.”
Jayna shook her head. “And that’s where you’re wrong. I didn’t go chasing after power. What I did was—”
She stopped, leaving her sentence unfinished. She wasn’t about to explain to him that she’d gone to work with Ceran so she could learn about being a Toral, because she had no idea how he might use that information. What did she know about him, really? He had continually deceived her, and though she understood or thought that she was beginning to understand, she also didn’t feel she could trust him.
She watched him, questions still brimming in her mind. “You said there were other enchantments like the ones you had followed. Do you know where they were?”
“No, I was tracking their source.”
“You were tracking. My friends were tracking. And someone was using them.” Jayna glanced at the city walls. “And those enchantments are what cause the pits. At least, that’s what it seems like.” She breathed deeply. “But that doesn’t quite make sense. Those enchantments aren’t going to be strong enough to blast that deep into the earth. There are other powers at play here.”
She started pacing as she sifted through what information she had, only to come up short on answers.
Answers were important, and answers were there, just at the edge of her understanding, but she couldn’t reach them. And it bothered her.
“Something is targeting the city,” she began, trying to piece the puzzle together, “and they have access to enchantments that may or may not be involved. And they are using some aspect of dark magic, but it’s not entirely dark magic. And then there is your friend. Mentor?” she asked, looking to him for clarification. “Whoever he is. He’s like you.”
“He trained me,” William admitted. “And he feels I betrayed him.”
Had Lartial been the one she’d seen in the city? Why attack—unless he targeted those responsible for the enchantments that he used?
“Now it’s your turn to share. What was your training like?”
“Brutal,” he said.
“And Lodeth?”
“He was trained differently. Firstborn and all.”
“Why wouldn’t you be trained the same way?”
“Second born,” he said. “I was always to be the hand of Lodeth.”
“That’s what you are? The hand?”
“More like the knife. The knife that can avoid the dangers of magic in the kingdom. The knife that can avoid the temptations of the Society. The knife that can—”
“I get the point,” Jayna said, waving her hand. “So, this mentor of yours is involved somehow. Would you have expected that?”
He shook his head. “He should not be. He held my role before me and served the kingdom well—at least we had thought he did. Something happened, and my brother asked me to look into him.”
Jayna arched a brow at him. “Something happened?”
“I know that sounds vague, and I don’t how to convince you it’s not.”
“Well, you convince me it’s not by making it not so vague. What did he do, exactly?”
“He was found searching through an area of the palace he should not have been. Ancient, familial parts of the palace.”
Jayna snorted. “I hope you realize by saying that you’ve only piqued my interest. Now I have to know where he was digging.”
“Don’t try to find it.”
“I don’t take well to threats.”
“Just don’t,” he said, though his tone had softened.
“So he was working against you?”
“It seemed that way. And we tried to catch him, but he escaped. I went looking for him, which was why I was away from the kingdom, but I never found him. And now he’s here.”
“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time somebody has betrayed the kingdom and those who are in it.” She forced a smile. “I have some experience with people who do that. Anyway, I think it’s time I get back to the city.”
“What do you intend to do?”
“Well, to begin with, I’m going to track down the explosive enchantments and see if I can’t figure out who is responsible for them. Then I’m going to see where those patterns are crossing. After that, I think it’s time to stop whatever is taking place here.”
A conduit.
That was what Eva had said, but a conduit for what?
None of it made sense to her.
“I would like to help.”
“Are you sure?”
“If you are working on behalf of the kingdom, I am sure.”
She nodded. “I won’t turn away a little assistance. But keep your anti-magic ability away from it. I kind of like my magic.”
William smiled. “It won’t change you.”
“I don’t know about that.” She nodded toward the city. “It’s time to get back. I don’t know how much time we have before whoever’s behind all of this tries to do something else, and my friend seems to think seven is the magic number, as it were. We need to be ready for the opening of the next pit.”
“What do you propose?”
“Weren’t you paying attention?” Jayna shook her head. Maybe Eva was right. He was dense. Pretty though, also like Eva said. “Find the other enchantments, track whoever is using them, and stop them from completing whatever magical pattern they need for this conduit.”
William nodded. “I might have a way.”
“And what is that?”
“I will show you.”
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JAYNA WAS DISAPPOINTED to find that his way of tracking was simply heading through the market, using his innate resistance to magic to probe their surroundings. It was frustrating, and quite boring. She found herself struggling with her Toral magic when she was around William, but at least now she understood why.
It was evening, and a time of activity in the market.
This market was not all that different than the one in Nelar. When Jayna had been in the city when she was younger, she hadn’t known anything about a market like this. Now she understood how her brother had always managed to keep enchantments in ready supply.
William stopped at a booth. His eyes grew dark, and his brow knitted as though in deep concentration. His hands were beneath his cloak, and she suspected he was touching the blades, though she still didn’t know what power they might possess.
“You have to stop doing that,” Jayna said. “It looks like you’re touching yourself inappropriately.”
William withdrew his hands, resting them at his sides. He looked uncomfortable.
“I’m not so sure that’s better,” Jayna chuckled, shaking her head. “And you’re supposed to be Lodeth’s spy?”
“I have others who spy for me,” he said.
“Oh, well that explains it. And here I thought you were the one who was tracking down all that information.”
“Others gather the information and bring it to me.”
“What do you think you’ll find here? You’re staring at this booth like you’re going to rip through it. This nice person has nothing more than—”
“Than smoke flares,” he said. “I can smell it on the enchantments.”
She blinked and realized his power was not at all what she had thought.
She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “So not just resistance to enchantments but detecting what they can do?”
“Something like that,” he whispered.
“If you don’t want to tell me about it, then don’t, but it seems to me you have your own kind of magic.”
“It’s not magic.”
Jayna smiled. Regardless of what he claimed, it was definitely of magic. Perhaps there was an enchantment that augmented it as well, given his possessiveness of his knives.
“So they have smoke flares. That isn’t the same. We’re looking for something explosive.”
“I’m not sure. The other places I’ve found have different kinds of enchantments.”
“They aren’t all going to be different. If someone is doing this, they would likely use a technique they are comfortable with.” That was generally how those who used enchantments operated. They would stay connected to a specific strategy, not mix it up.
“As far as I could tell, they did.”
She doubted he really knew.
You didn’t have any way of tracking those enchantments before.”
“I was tracking them,” he countered. “But there are limitations to what I can find.”
Jayna squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, trying to think through what she needed to do. Finally, she withdrew an enchantment from her pocket and probed at it with her Toral magic. Nothing happened. Perhaps she was too close to William.
“Is it you?” Jayna asked.
“I do not permit enchantments to work around me.”
She frowned. “You don’t permit that?”
He shrugged. “I can control it.”
“What about when you’re unconscious?”
“As you’ve seen, there is a part of me that’s tied to it.”
“I saw that,” she said, “but what I’m asking is what else you’re able to do. You have some natural resistance, but it’s more than that.”
“Natural versus intentional.”
She ran her finger across the surface of the explosive enchantment, tracing the patterns. She didn’t recognize any of them. That was the problem. She focused her connection upon the enchantment for another moment, feeling the power within it. She wasn’t trying to use it, just to detect what was there.
“Can you tell anything from it?” Jayna asked.
“I can tell this was an explosive enchantment.”
“Was?”
“Is?” William asked. “Once you’re away from me and my influence, you should find the enchantment works just as it is supposed to.”
“But can you tell anything about the pattern, or is that not part of your gift?”
“I cannot track who is responsible for making the enchantment.” He looked around them at the rows of booths lining the marketplace. “I can come to a place like this, and I can detect whether there’s anything similar to what I’ve found, but I’m not able to find who’s responsible.” There was irritation in his tone.
“We know it is skillfully made, so we should be able to narrow down who has the capability of performing an enchantment like this. There can’t be that many.” Especially given the volume of enchantments they’d found. Somebody knew how to make them quite well. And consistently.
“One of the Society.”
“That was my first impression, but I’m not certain that’s the case. It might just be a skillful dular, but I won’t know until I have a chance to investigate it.” She gave him a serious expression. “And in this, I think you might not want to take part.”
“Now you don’t want my help.”
“I’m not saying that,” she said. Well, that was what she was saying. Even though she understood he had a special way of searching for enchantments, she also recognized his presence was going to be a hindrance to what she wanted to find. Him staying with her might prevent her from finding the answers she needed.
“I have to go to the Society House,” she said.
He cringed. “Did they welcome you?”
“No,” she said. She didn’t bother suppressing the irritation she felt about that either. “But if anybody will know the source of this enchantment, it will be them.”
“What if it is one of the Society who is responsible for this?”
She regarded him for a moment. “Are you asking if you could go with me?”
“That’s not what I’m asking. It would be dangerous.”
“Because they might detect what you can do?”
He huffed. “I have more control over it than that.”
“You could go to the Society House, and avoid suppressing their magic?” When he nodded, Jayna went on. “That might be helpful. Maybe you should come to the Society with me. Somebody has to be responsible for what’s happening. And if somebody in the Society is responsible, it might be helpful for me to avoid being surprised by a sudden use of magic.”
“I wouldn’t have taken you for someone concerned about the Society.”
“Well, if the entire council surrounds me again, other than just one or two sorcerers, I might have an issue.”
He watched her. “Are you that powerful?”
She wasn’t sure if it was a measure of respect, surprise, or a simple question.
“Yes,” she said.
“Not just a simple sorcerer, are you?”
“And not just a simple spy, are you?”
He held her stare for a long moment, and she could see the calculating look in his eyes, the way he was watching her, and she knew he would start digging to learn more about her.
How long would it take before he realized the truth? How long would it take before he learned of Ceran, the Toral, and how she served? How long would it take before he began to piece together what she was after?
Maybe not long at all.
Though, did it matter? She had made it clear she was hunting dark sorcerers, and that was the truth. She had been hunting dark sorcerers, though with Ceran now wanting her to go after him, she wondered if her calling would continue to evolve as she already felt it had been doing for some time.
“I will go,” he said.
She smiled. “I’m not sure they’ll welcome you, but let’s go.” Without another word, she started off toward the Society House.
He caught up to her. “Now?”
“We need to know who was responsible for these enchantments. I thought now was the best time to do it.”
The longer they waited, the more likely it was there would be an attack they wouldn’t be able to stop. And while she suspected he knew that, she considered that he might be weakened, having just survived his own attack.
Maybe it was dangerous for her to have him come with her. “If you need to get back and recover, I understand. I can do this without you. I have a contact within the Society—”
“Char,” he said.
Jayna let out a frustrated sigh. “Would you stop doing that?”
“I wouldn’t be of any use to my brother if I could not do that.”
“Well, I’m not so sure how much use you are to him now. Look at you. You’re out here, out in the city, away from him and not offering him any sort of protection.”
“He doesn’t need coddling,” he said.
“No?”
“You have removed the greatest threat.”
“Well at least you’re willing to acknowledge that,” Jayna said, and she continued through the city, weaving along the street, passing a series of shops, taverns, and small homes that reminded her of Eva’s. When the Society House was in view, she slowed.
As she was walking here, she had tried calling upon the linking spell to alert Char to her arrival, but so far there had been no response from him. She would have to find some way of lowering the barriers around the House on her own, unless William suppressed that ability.
“I’m not sure how welcoming they’re going to be,” she said, glancing over to him. “I still don’t know how they view me.”
“You succeeded in your testing, did you not?”
Jayna wasn’t sure about the answer to that either. She had been sent away without knowing whether or not she passed the testing. Without warning, the gates to the Society House opened.
Char stood before them and the linking spell suddenly flared.
“Did you know that I was coming?” she asked, striding over to him.
He wore his maroon robes, and his hair was brushed back, growing longer in the time that they had been in the city. He looked pale, as if he’d not seen the sun in quite some time. With everything that the Society had gone through, it was possible they were keeping him trapped in the Society House to help solidify their organization.
“I felt something, and I thought maybe you need help.” He looked past her to William. “Who is this?” Char asked through the linking spell.
Char’s words were faint, sounding almost muffled. Jayna realized that regardless of what William claimed he wasn’t able to mitigate his magic, or whatever he claimed it to be, entirely.
“This is William Range,” she said, speaking the words aloud and waving her hand to him. “He works with me in the palace. He’s sort of my assistant.” William said nothing, though she noticed he’d stiffened. “I came because I need your help with something.”
“For Lodeth?”
“Sort of,” she said. She pulled the enchantment out of her pocket and showed it to Char.
He didn’t take it but instead bent down to get a better look at it. “Where did you get this?”
“Do you recognize it?”
He pressed his mouth together in a tight frown. “Not this one, but the design. It’s complex.” He started to reach for it, and Jayna squeezed it for a moment.
“I should warn you it’s dangerous. It might explode. Be careful not to activate it.” She smiled again. “Other than that, you’re free to do whatever you want with it. If you do activate it, don’t do it within my presence. I don’t know how large of an explosion it will cause, but from what I’ve seen, it will be quite destructive.”
“Bloodstone?” Char asked through the linking spell.
“Not this one,” she said. “There is something happening around the city, strange attacks tied to this, deep, smoking pits appearing outside the walls. I don’t know what they are, but Eva thinks they’re some sort of conduit. I’m not sure what kind of conduit, nor am I sure what that conduit will do, only that if Eva is convinced that’s what’s happening, she’s probably right.”
Char let out a heavy breath. “Why don’t you come inside?”
“Him, too?”
Char shrugged. “I suppose if you are high-enough ranking in the palace that you have an assistant, you might as well bring him along with you. He shouldn’t touch anything.”
Jayna glanced back at William. “Did you hear that? You are not supposed to touch anything. If you do, you and I are going to have words later.”
William shot her a heated stare. Jayna was enjoying herself far more than she’d anticipated.
They headed into the Society House, and Char guided them to the side hall, and into a small room. It was not all that different to what she’d seen in the outpost in Nelar.
When they stepped inside, Char motioned to a table. It was made of a flat gray stone, and there were markings all along the surface of it. Enchantments.
“Will it protect us?” she asked.
“Well, it will protect some of us,” Char said. “If you want to see what the enchantment will do, I suspect I will have to activate it without worrying what might happen.”
Jayna glanced over to William. Hopefully he wouldn’t deactivate the protections while he was here.
“Maybe you should stand back,” she said to him.
He raised his eyebrows but did as she’d suggested.
Char leaned forward, but rather than sealing off the enchantment he eyed at it. “Do you see this?” he asked.
She leaned forward, getting close to Char. She could hear him in the back of her mind, the linking spell giving them the opportunity to communicate without William hearing.
“I see the patterns along it,” Jayna said through the linking spell. “And they look to be repeating.”
“They are, but look at the letters,” he said.
She couldn’t tell anything, but Char tapped on one side of the table, and everything became magnified. A series of markings worked all along the surface of the enchantment, and Jayna studied them. Most of the symbols were unrecognizable, but there were a few she thought she’d seen before. Ancient symbols.
“I suppose you know what this means?” Jayna asked, this time aloud. She didn’t want to reveal the connection she had with Char. She didn’t want to have to explain the linking spell.
“I’ve seen symbols like this before, but I can’t read what it says. It’s sorcery, Jayna. At least, it’s a kind of sorcery.” A deep grimace spread on Char’s face.
“Why do I get the feeling you’re hiding something from me?”
“I’m telling you everything,” he said.
“Look at the pattern. Look at what you see there. I know you’ve seen this before.”
Jayna leaned forward and focused on the explosive enchantment Mimicking Char’s movements to increase the magnification. When the letters came into clearer view, Jayna gasped. She had seen this before.
But never so clearly.
She moved her hand toward it, but Char shook his head.
“I need to know,” she said.
“Jayna—”
“I need to know,” she repeated more firmly.
She placed the Toral ring into the magnification enchantment.
When she had visited Ceran, there had been an image, flickering symbols. A pattern of these symbols had emerged, telling Jayna they held power. At the time, she thought it was what Ceran had used to communicate with her.
As she looked, she saw the same strange pattern written along her Toral ring. It was faded, but she could make out the same letters.
Not an enchanter. Not a sorcerer.
She met Char’s eyes.
“What does it mean?” Char asked.
“It means whoever knows the magic involved in making this ring is making these explosives.”
But it was more complicated than that.
It may mean the same person was responsible for holding Ceran.
How was she supposed to stop somebody with that kind of power?
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JAYNA SAT at the window in her quarters as she ran her thumb along the surface of her Toral ring, feeling for the letters she knew were there. But she couldn’t feel anything. At this point, the only thing she was fully aware of was that the Toral ring had power, the kind of power she hadn’t contemplated.
Jayna looked out the window of her room. Her mind unable to determine its focus. Ceran and the patterns that he’d shown her. The pits and attacks on the city. Jonathan.
Of these three, surprisingly, her desire to find her brother seemed least important.
Putting her brother’s rescue aside for now, she twisted her Toral ring as she thought about how to solve the other two puzzles, but nothing came to her. Which was why she was struggling.
Gardeners worked in the flower garden outside like they normally did, and the sounds of the market reached her on the breeze. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. There were no signs of anyone from the Society, or any other dangers that might be lurking. Jayna had spent the last day trying to understand the enchantments that were trapped within this ring but had found nothing.
At least her linking spell with Char remained intact.
She tried reaching Ceran as well.
There had to be some way to use the linking spell she’d formed to find him. She was supposed to be the one to save him, but how?
Jayna was frustrated. She had hoped Char would use his access to the Society to help her, but he had chosen otherwise.
She heard a buzzing, and for a moment she thought it came from Peltar. Thankfully, it wasn’t Peltar, but the enchanted coin.
She had not heard from Topher or Eva in a while, though she had attempted to reach through the enchantment to them.
“Topher?” she asked. She kept her voice low, not wanting anyone else to know who she was speaking to.
“It’s me,” Eva said, her voice brusque. “I need to show you something.”
“What?”
“You wanted us to search, so we searched, and now I have something to show you.”
“Did you find more of the enchantments?”
Or worse—another pit.
She hadn’t had the opportunity to share with them what she had learned about the enchantments, though now more than ever she was concerned what might happen to them if they found the explosive enchantments.
“Something like that,” Eva said. “Now, are you going to join us, or am I going to have to come up there and grab you? Because I’m not opposed to going into the palace and forcing you to join me by dragging you down here.”
Jayna laughed. “You just want Lodeth’s wine.”
“I’m sure it’s not nearly as well secured as he’d like to think it is. And neither are you.”
“You might have a hard time. You know I am a valued part of Lodeth’s household.”
“Oh, we saw how valued a part of Lodeth’s household you were. Don’t think you can fool us with your importance.”
“I wasn’t trying to fool you,” Jayna said, though she knew she sounded more sullen than convincing.
Eva laughed. “We’re in the market.”
“Why there?”
“Because you wanted us to find answers, didn’t you?”
“I didn’t realize there would be answers in the market. We went looking last night and didn’t find anything.”
“We?” Eva asked.
“William and I,” Jayna said.
There was a moment of silence. “I thought I said he was the pretty one.”
“You did,” Jayna said.
“At least give me a chance with him,” Eva said.
“Are you sure he’s your type?”
“Probably not. But do I really need a type?”
There were many times when Jayna thought it would be easier to have Eva with her, mostly because she trusted her in a way she didn’t trust anyone else, but also because Eva had an ability no one in the palace understood.
She also she wished it was easier to communicate with her friend. She missed sitting in front of the hearth, having a glass—or more—of wine, and talking through a problem while playing their game. Ever since coming to the capital, she had felt isolated, though it had been out of necessity. If she uncovered what happened to Jonathan, it would all be worth it. Jayna knew that, but it didn’t make it any easier.
When she pulled her door open, she saw Peltar and Karina talking quietly in the hallway, neither noticing her presence. She hurriedly closed the door.
Heading through the palace would draw unwanted attention. Not only from those two—and Jayna was certain they were keeping an eye out for her, probably tasking others to do the same—but from Lodeth as well. There were certain things she needed kept from Lodeth—and now from William.
Thankfully Jayna had an enchantment that should carry her from here. It would draw notice, but a different kind than would her sneaking through the palace. There might even be a benefit in others thinking Jayna was powerful enough to create an enchantment like that. That sort of rumor would be beneficial.
She took the enchantment out of her pocket and pushed some of her Toral power into it. She chose not to use sorcery, though that might have been the better strategy. Thankfully, the enchantment held the power, drawing it slowly, and growing and elongating, quickly changing from what it had been, stretching until it was nearly too large to fit out the window, but Jayna forced it out and it hovered in the air.
A knock sounded at her door.
She glanced back briefly before scrambling out of the window onto the enchantment, and letting it carry her away.
At first, she wasn’t sure if she had poured enough power into the flying enchantment, and she pushed more into it, and the enchantment continued to expand. She propelled herself forward putting distance between herself and the palace.
She soared over the city, following the sense of Topher’s coin, until she circled near the market. When she reached it, she slowly released her power from it and the enchantment gradually dropped to the ground. She had enough control over it now that it wasn’t nearly as frightening for her to travel this way as it had been when before.
She found Eva standing amidst a row of empty merchant booths. She approached slowly, frowning as she glanced from Eva to Topher, who fidgeted as he stood near her.
Eva flicked her gaze to the flying enchantment now folded in Jayna’s palm. “I’m surprised you used that within the city.”
“I probably shouldn’t have, but it was helpful in getting out of the palace without others following me.”
“William?” Eva asked.
“I’m not as concerned about William,” Jayna said. “It’s more about the others. I think they’re watching me, trying to keep track of me to report to Lodeth in hopes of gaining some sort of favor and power.”
Eva frowned and ran her hands along the fabric of her pale yellow dress. “The markings are the same?” Eva asked.
Jayna shrugged, looking around. Most within the market ignored them, some looking afraid of getting too close to them.
“The markings are the same,” Jayna said. “I’ve seen them in other places, but I haven’t really understood what they were. It wasn’t until I saw them on the explosive enchantment and remembered seeing them with Ceran that it came to me.” She held out her Toral ring. “They’re on this. Though I’m not able to see them without significant magnification.”
“You haven’t studied the ring before?”
“Studied? Yes. I have tried to understand the kind of power the ring holds, whether I can do anything with it, and whether there was anything more I needed to be worried about when it comes to the ring. But I haven’t managed to find other aspects of it.” She shook her head. “If that’s what you’re going on about. I have been trying to understand how the ring connects me to Ceran for as long as I’ve served him. I’ve suspected it was enchantment, but it was unlike any other enchantments ever seen before.”
“Markers like that, though,” Eva said.
“It’s the writing,” Jayna said. “Something about it is significant. I don’t know quite what to make of it. There is something about this enchantment that is tied to what happened to Ceran.” Jayna shook her head again. “But that’s not why you called me. What did you find?”
“This part of the market is where the enchantments were moving from,” Eva said. “But look here,” she said, motioning to one of the booths. “It’s not a part of the market I’m familiar with. And none of these booths are actually set up to sell anything. It’s a front.”
Jayna frowned. “Why would they even try to do that?”
“They needed access?” Topher said. “I’ve been trying to help Eva figure that out as well but can’t come up with anything. It seems to me they wanted to be in the market.”
“What do you think?” Jayna asked.
“I don’t know,” Eva said. “The market is filled with different enchantments, but none of them are all that spectacularly powerful. That is what bothers me more than anything. Why would they have so many enchantments here?”
Jayna looked around but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Everything appeared as one would expect for a reputable shop, no different than most within Nelar or the capital. “I’m not sure.”
Eva bit her lip, and smoke swirled from her almost hesitantly. “I wanted you to know what we saw here so you could be prepared for what else might be here.”
Jayna let out a heavy sigh and glanced over to Topher. “Keep her safe.”
He held his wrists out. “I have these. I will do my best.”
“What about you?” Eva asked her.
“I need to go back to the palace and try to call to Ceran, and eventually I will need to work with William to see what he might have come up with. We have to find the enchantments before they make another pit and summon more of the dark creatures. Track what you can, figure out what happened and let me know what you uncover,” Jayna said.
Eva nodded.
Jayna started back through the city. She hadn’t gone very far before the linking spell in her mind began to pull on her.
She paused, connecting to her Toral magic.
“Char?” she asked, trying to pull through the linking spell.
For a moment, there was no answer.
“There you are,” Char said, sounding relieved. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for the better part of an hour. I was using the linking spell, but it didn’t seem to be working.”
“I can hear you just fine now,” Jayna said. “Maybe not as clear as usual, but I think there’s something going on in the city that’s interfering.”
At least, that was her impression. She suspected it was tied to the power that William and the others like him possessed. Had the resistance worked more effectively when the Fates were here, and when the Sul’toral had attacked, maybe they wouldn’t have faced the danger that they had.
“Anyway,” Char said. “I need you to come to the Society House.”
“Why?”
“Can you just join me here?”
“Char, I have things going on right now. I’m trying to keep these strange magical pits from destroying the city and seeing as how I don’t really know what to make of them, or how to stop them, it would be fantastic if you could give me a clue as to what you want.”
“Just come,” Char said. “I need you to trust me.”
Jayna winced. “I remember what happened the last time I trusted you, Char. You brought me before the council of the Society, and I was tested. Remember?”
“I remember,” Char said. His voice was once again muffled, but whether something around her was the cause, or it was something to do with Char, was unclear. “And as your oldest friend in the Academy, I’m asking you trust me.”
The thought would never have given her pause when she had been in the Academy. Jayna would have done anything Char wanted, following his word without hesitation. But since coming to Nelar and having Char become part of her life again, their connection was quite different than it had been in years past. Jayna had thought the change was tied to her connection to the Toral magic, but increasingly she had found that wasn’t the case. Char had his own issues and she had hers; they were both responsible for the difference in their relationship now.
But he was still Char.
He had stayed in the city because he had thought it was best for the Society, but he also stayed in the city because he had wanted to stay near Jayna. She knew that, even if Char wouldn’t admit it.
“Are you coming?”
She took a deep breath, twisting the Toral ring. She had so much she needed to do.
“I’ll be there.”
She found her way to the Society House, moving quickly through the street, avoiding the crowded sections of the city, and passed through the gate without issue. By the time she reached the entrance, she realized her connection to Char had dimmed, and she could no longer detect him.
She made her way inside, moving slowly, concern rising within her.
The Society House was lit with lantern light. Several sorcerers lined the halls on either side of her, each of them dressed in the maroon robes. Jayna felt out of place in her clothing marking her as servant of Lodeth.
Char had called her using the linking spell. Even now she could feel his presence in the back of her mind, the spell still active, but faded. He was there and wanted her to know as much, but he wasn’t able to reach for her.
A figure appeared in front of her at the end of the hall. Donovan.
Jayna clenched her fists and immediately called her Toral magic, filling herself with it. It worked through her in a cold wave of energy, a rage of power that washed over her.
“What is this?” she asked staring at Donovan.
“Jayna Aguelon,” Donovan said. “You were tested by the Sorcerers’ Society according to ancient custom as well as the new.”
The sorcerers standing on either side of the hall were making her more nervous than when she’d arrived.
Char wanted her to trust him?
The last time she had, he’d sprung a test on her.
She looked for Char. She could feel his presence in the back of her mind, but as she turned, she couldn’t see him anywhere.
“I was tested,” Jayna said. “I’ve told you what I’ve done with the dark sorcerers and the reason I’ve been doing it.”
She may not have told them everything, but that didn’t matter.
Donovan took a step toward her. He practically glided over the floor, his steps smooth, controlled. There was something dangerous about him. She could feel it now. Had she been wrong about him? She had checked for any Sul’toral who might still be within the Society and hadn’t found any, but maybe she was wrong. Maybe some remained, and if so, she might be in trouble.
She had her Toral ring. She had her sorcery, but it might not be enough.
“Jayna Aguelon, you submitted yourself to testing of the Sorcerers’ Society.”
There was a faint murmuring near her.
The sorcerers lining the hall were muttering softly. Were they planning to hold her—or worse, burn off her magic?
Maybe she should have brought William with her. He could have prevented this.
She had to think.
She still had her Toral magic and was ready for whatever they might do, though linked as they could be it was possible her power wouldn’t be enough.
“What are you doing?” Jayna asked, watching Donovan. “Why did you call me here?”
It was him who had called her. She was certain of it.
“Jayna Aguelon., you’ve demonstrated a desire to pursue dark magic within the world.”
She frowned.
“Do you vow to continue your quest?”
Jayna glanced at the sorcerers around her, and she hesitated. There came a faint stirring in her mind from the linking spell. It felt as though Char was straining to reach her but couldn’t.
“I do,” Jayna said. “And even if I’m with the Society, I’m going to do it anyway.” She held onto her Toral power, feeling the cold energy burning through her.
And then she felt the pressure of the Society. All of them.
There was something pushing her. She recalled the feeling from her testing. It was the linking of the Society’s sorcerers, binding together, connecting their power.
It was considerable, but she was determined to keep pressing outward with her Toral magic.
“Do you vow to uphold the ideals of the Society?”
The ideals of the Society were the same ones she had heard when she’d first gone to the Academy. A quest for knowledge. A search for peace. And a use of magic in service of mankind.
“No,” Jayna said.
Donovan frowned as he approached her. He was now only a pace away, and she could feel the linking spell that connected him to the other sorcerers. If she said or did the wrong thing, they would use their collective power against her.
She knew the Sul’toral had founded the Society and corrupted it from the very beginning and that was not something Jayna could not be a part of.
“No?” Donovan asked.
“One of the ideals is to ensure the use of magic in service of mankind. I’m not going to be in service of just mankind. There are other creatures in the world that need protection from dark magic, and I’m willing to do what I can to protect all of them.”
Donovan listed to the side, and she heard a murmuring around her before everything went silent.
“Jayna Aguelon, welcome to the Sorcerers’ Society.”
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THE MAROON ROBE sat on the table untouched. Jayna had conflicted feelings about becoming part of the Society. There was a time when she had wanted nothing more, even after leaving the Academy. In time, she moved beyond that desire, knowing she had a greater purpose. Having earned the maroon robes of the Society honestly, she couldn’t help but feel confused.
There was a part of her that was happy she’d been admitted to the Society; it would serve Lodeth’s goal for her. He wanted her to have influence within the Society, something she wouldn’t be able to do without admission. But she also suspected he wanted her to gain power and status within their ranks, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to do that.
In addition to the robe, Jayna had been given a ring marked with three triangles linked by a circle. The symbol was an enchantment, Jayna knew, though she didn’t know its use. There was power within the ring connecting her to the Society.
She had accepted the gifts from the Society, feeling stunned, surprised, and more than a little unsure. After her official admission—which felt more like an ambush—she had tried to find Char to ask him things she didn’t feel comfortable asking the other society members, but he was nowhere to be found.
There was a knock at her door.
She looked up from her Society ring.
When she opened the door, she stood face-to-face with Peltar.
“Ms. Aguelon,” he said, tipping his head in a polite bow. “There’s a visitor at the main door for you.”
She glanced over to the bowl before turning her attention back to him. “Very well.”
His gaze flickered past her to the maroon robes of the Society. His eyes widened slightly. “Should I tell them you will be down soon?”
“Yes,” Jayna said.
“Can you tell me who it is?”
“Why, it is one of your Society.” He frowned. “I thought you were expecting them.”
She sighed. She had only been a member of the Society for a few hours, and they were already here to ask something of her? Was that how this was going to be? She had things she needed to do, even if she wasn’t sure how to do them. Find the enchantments. Stop William’s former teacher Lartial form making more pits.
She stepped out into the hall, closing the door behind her, and sealing it shut. She was not about to allow Peltar easy access to go searching through her room while she was out. Or Karina. Or anyone, for that matter. Then again, William might be able to waltz right through, bypassing any security she in place. She would have to be more careful with what she left behind.
She followed Peltar and once she reached the palace entrance, she found Donovan and Char waiting for her.
She approached slowly, and told Peltar, “You may go.”
He held her gaze for a moment, looking uncertain, but then he scurried off.
Jayna approached Donovan. “What do you need?”
Donovan frowned. “You are a part of the Society now, Ms. Aguelon.”
“I gathered that,” she said, holding up her hand with the ring she had received. “I haven’t been a member for a full day and already you’ve come to me. I assume you need something.”
“She is going to be a challenge,” Donovan said to Char.
“She means well,” Char said.
Donovan grunted. “I hope so.” He turned back to Jayna. “It’s not what I need of you. It’s what you need of me.” He smiled tightly. “Or better yet, what you need from the Society.”
“And what is that?”
“I understand you are in search of a series of particular markings.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a slip of paper.
The markings on the page were similar to what they had seen on the explosive enchantment. The same markings found on her Toral ring. The same markings she had seen with Ceran.
“I came to tell you I have seen these before.”
Jayna looked up at Donovan quickly. “You have?”
“In the course of my study,” he nodded. “I have served the Society for a very long time and have encountered many things. There is a place within the city where such markings can be seen.”
Jayna crossed her arms and looked at Char for a long moment before meeting Donovan’s eyes again. “Let me guess. In the Society House?”
Donovan pressed his hands together, and he twisted his own Society ring. “Unfortunately, no. It is an ancient place, a place that has never been a part of the Society. I thought the markings were an ancient language and was reminded of them when Char came to me asking about different languages used in enchantments.”
“What did you find?”
“I can show you.”
She looked behind her before turning her attention back to Donovan. “Let’s get going.”
She followed Char and Donovan out of the palace, none of them of them speaking. Once they reached the road, she looked over to Char. “You couldn’t just send me a message?”
“I have a feeling he’s going to want to use every opportunity to get into the palace with you,” Char said through the linking spell. “But don’t tell him I said that.”
“Are you sure he doesn’t know?” Jayna asked.
He shrugged, and she held up her ring.
“This is a linking spell as well,” she said. “I know that’s what it does. I felt it when I was there for my testing, and then when they decided to bring me back for whatever that was.”
“It was a welcome, Jayna,” Char said.
“It didn’t feel very welcoming,” she said. “It felt uncomfortable.”
“Joining the Society is a privilege.”
“Maybe for you,” she said.
They headed through the city, weaving past shops and crowds, and over the river that ran through the city. Jayna realized where they were heading.
“The market?”
“A part of the market,” Donovan said. “Not the part you are familiar with.”
“How would you know what part of the market I’m familiar with?” Jayna said.
Eva’s challenge with the enchantments came to her. The enchantments had been found in the market, shipped through here, not sold here.
She wasn’t surprised when Donovan led her to where she had been with Eva earlier that day.
The stalls were no different, and people still seemed to be avoiding this part of the market. The stones—which she hadn’t noticed on her previous visit, being so focused on the stalls—were old, faded, and many of them were uneven.
“Not there, Ms. Aguelon,” Donovan said, guiding her toward an alley.
This was not a place she had been. The buildings on either side of her felt oppressively close.
They reached a wall at the end of the alley. Donovan traced a pattern in the air, and a pale white light illuminated the area around them. That was an interesting spell. Jayna knew various spells that could cast light, but it resembled the reddish orange of firelight.
“Here,” he said.
Jayna studied the wall and noted the familiar symbols. Each brick had a single marking on it. And each one similar to what she had seen on the enchantment, on her Toral ring, and when communicating with Ceran. The symbols marked an enchantment. They had to.
She looked back to Char. “I don’t suppose you can piece this together, can you?”
Char shook his head. “I don’t really understand what it says,” he said. “I can tell there’s something here, and the lettering sure seems like it’s an enchantment, but I can’t tell anything else.”
Jayna breathed out a frustrated sigh. Char knowing what it said would’ve been too easy, wouldn’t it?
She held her hand up and slowly pushed her Toral magic out from her. As she did, she saw part of the wall starting to shimmer beneath her hand. She felt a subtle trembling, and she knew that whatever was behind the wall, the symbols were meant to protect it. This protection was powerful enough that it prevented her from pushing through.
“Well?” she asked, looking pointedly at Donovan.
“I assume you believe I have some way of getting past this? Unfortunately, I do not. As I said, I thought it was nothing more than strange writing. I had forgotten about it until my conversation with Char.” He patted his side. “I put it in my book.”
She looked to Char for a moment, then back to Donovan. “Can I see your book?”
“Why?”
“I’m trying to understand this and seeing it on the page might help me.” She met his eyes. “Considering I’m a part of the Society…”
Donovan gritted his teeth, but he pulled out his journal and flipped to the appropriate page. The symbols from the wall had been carefully transcribed. Jayna didn’t recognize any of them.
“I have spent a considerable amount of time trying to interpret this.”
Jayna traced her finger just above the surface of the page. “Patterns like this have to be an enchantment.”
“Given what you told Char, I believe the same thing.”
She turned her attention back to the wall but felt nothing.
“I can’t tell you what it is,” Jayna said. “The pattern is similar to what I have on the ring but not the same.” She twisted her Toral ring. “And, unfortunately, I don’t think I can waste time on this.”
“Waste? I thought you said this was dangerous.” Donovan looked annoyed.
“I don’t think the danger is behind this,” Jayna said, waving her hand toward the markings on the wall. “The danger is whoever placed them in the first place.”
The coin in her pocket vibrated.
Jayna pulled it out and turned her back to the men. “What is it?”
“Another explosion,” Eva said. “I need you to join us.”
Which might mean another pit.
“Where?”
“Can you follow?”
Jayna breathed out a heavy sighed. “I can follow.” She turned back to Char. “Let me know if you uncover anything. I have something else I need to do.”
Donovan opened his mouth to argue, but Char surprised her by touching his arm and guiding him back to the wall. “I think I see a pattern here,” Char said.
Donovan regarded Jayna for a few moments before tearing his gaze away and turning back to the wall.
Jayna hurried back through the market, finding an empty space where no others were around. She pulled out the flying enchantment and pushed power into it until the strange creature grew large enough for Jayna to use it. She climbed onto its back.
With the encouragement of her Toral power, the enchantment shot into the air. From her vantage point, she could see smoke rising in the distance and knew where she needed to go.
When she landed near the most recent smoking pit, she noted the lack of dark creatures. She cast a wan smile at Eva.
“I took care of them,” she said.
“What is going on here?” Jayna asked.
“I was hoping you might know.”
“We now have seven of these. Right?”
“Seven. And yet we don’t know who is responsible. Each time we have come to a place like this, we have found nothing.”
Jayna released a frustrated sigh. “I need to reach Ceran. Or find him.”
“Unless you have figured out a way to track him, I don’t think you need to worry about him right now. This is what you need to be focused on.”
“But if these two things are connected, I should keep digging.”
Eva looked ready to argue but nodded. “Do what you have to do. And I can see if there’s anything I can do to help. But let’s work quickly. I don’t want to be out here like this any longer than I need to.”
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JAYNA MADE a steady circuit around the pit and debated what she needed to do. Seven pits. All of them encircling the city and the somehow interconnected.
That was the key. If they could figure out why the pits were interconnected and what had happened here, they might be closer to understanding the purpose behind all of this.
As she circled the pit, smoke streamed up from within. Then her ring constricted.
Jayna clenched her jaw. “Not now,” she groaned.
“What is it?”
She held her hand out, showing her Toral ring to Eva. “Unfortunately, it seems more dark creatures—or dark sorcerers, though that’s unlikely—are on their way. Are you ready?”
“Not exactly,” Eva said. Still, smoke swirled around her.
She strode over to Jayna and handed her a fist full of items. Jayna looked down and realized they were explosive enchantments.
“What do you want me to do with these?”
“What I want you to do is the same thing as I have been doing and deal with this. But if there is something to be said about the number of pits here, it might not even matter.”
Jayna looked at the enchantments in her hand. They were of different shapes, and she wasn’t sure what each did, only that they were meant to protect her. She locked eyes with Eva and then hurried over to the pit. The ring continued to constrict, the tightness building, squeezing her finger uncomfortably. Jayna tried to ignore it. She had to focus. She had no idea how much time she had, but she knew an attack was imminent. She looked at the pit. The opening was no different than the others, with an irregular border and sheer walls dropping into nothingness.
She set the first of the enchantments down on the pit’s edge. “Does the pattern matter?”
“They are all protective enchantments,” Eva said. “Just trigger them. Quickly. I can feel something changing.”
Jayna paused, looking across the pit to her friend. Smoke drifted from Eva, and floated over the pit, creating a layer across it.
“No pattern?”
“No pattern,” Eva snapped.
Eva placed more of her enchantments down, and Jayna followed, hurriedly triggering them. Each time she did, she felt the magic form, and she hoped they were going to work.
The power started to flow, radiating across the pit. Each enchantment linked to the others, forming an interconnected series of enchantments, and hopefully would be enough.
When they were done, they stepped back. Eva’s smoke drifted over the pit a moment longer before she pulled it back.
Eva breathed a sigh of relief. “I think that we are—”
But an explosion thundered, drowning out her words.
It was unlike what they had encountered before. The explosion was more powerful, shredding the enchantments they had placed around the pit.
Jayna was thrown back. When she got to her feet, strange, barbed creatures were crawling out of the pit. There were five of them, and they were unlike anything she had seen before. They had impossibly long arms, with three fingers on each hand, long claws at each end. Their heads had strangely spiked ears. Long tails stretched behind them, which they swished menacingly at her and Eva. Eva responded by creating a spiral of smoke around the creatures, causing them to erupt in painful shrieks. Jayna sent a burst of flame forward, striking one of the creatures.
Eva and Jayna turned to the next one, using the same attack, before moving on to the next creature and then the next.
“Any thoughts?”
“The enchantments held before. I don’t know why they aren’t now.”
“I don’t either.”
“What do you suggest?” Eva asked.
“I’m going to need to place sorcery around it.”
Eva locked eyes with her. “Quickly. I will hold them back.”
“Them?”
Eva nodded to the pit and Jayna saw more of the creatures crawling out. These were different than the ones they’d just destroyed. Why are there so many of the strange creatures crawling out of this pit? All of them with a long, barbed tail, strange looking arms and legs, and…
“Are they spitting at us?”
“I suspect it’s poisoned,” Eva said.
“Gross.”
Jayna crept to the edge of the pit and crouched down, hurriedly placing a protective pattern along the edge. She raced over another few feet and placed another. She moved every few feet, using the same pattern. She wanted to close the pit off, but Jayna wasn’t sure if it would be possible. At one point, one of the creatures turned to her, and she used her snake spell to protect herself. When she yanked on the magical tether, nothing happened.
That was new. She blasted at it with the starburst spell, and again nothing happened.
Finally, Jayna tried a different tactic and pushed the magic ball spell out from her, and it blasted into the creature, sending it back down into the depths of the pit.
Fire and light were ineffective on these creatures.
What else could she try?
She focused on the various spells at her disposal while she continued placing her patterns in an attempt to hold them back.
When she started to link the patterns she’d placed around the pit, she knew she’d be able to keep the pit closed. It looks like her incessant studying to gain access to the Society had paid off.
A creature shot up from the pit and lunged at her.
It was faster than Jayna had anticipated. The only saving grace she had was that her magic ball spell was still in place, and she used it to secure herself. Despite the protection of the magic ball, she could feel the creature pushing down on her. It was heavy. And it stunk.
She needed to get it off of her, but she knew fire and light didn’t do much. She could try what had worked with the other creature and knock this one into the pit with the magic ball spell itself, but the creature was actively pushing her.
“That’s not good,” she muttered.
And now several of the creatures were pushing against her magic ball spell. They didn’t seem to be bothered by the pressure of the magic upon them and had no difficulty shoving her toward the edge of the pit.
“I need some ideas,” she said, reaching through the linking spell to Char, but there was no response.
When she needed him, there was nothing?
Maybe the pit was weakening the spell, like William’s resistance, or perhaps it was her own panic making it difficult for her to communicate the way she needed to. If she were shoved down into the pit, Jayna had no idea what would happen. She might return to wherever those creatures ended up, or she might fall to her death. Either option was bad.
She had enchantments in her pouch, and she might be able to pull one out and activate it, but the creatures were overwhelming her.
The only other option she could see was to cut through them.
Not with sorcery, with Toral magic.
She focused her hands, bringing them together and, still holding onto the magic ball spell, she let the cold flow into her. Instead of finding the balance, this time she allowed more of the dark power to fill her. With its help, she created a beam of energy that crackled with black light, and she shoved it at the nearest of the creatures. It shrieked when the beam made contact and the creature fell off her.
She rolled, bringing the magic ball spell closer to another of the creatures, and she jabbed out with the beam of black energy again. It carved right through the creature and caused the others to scamper away.
Jayna got to her feet, looking around.
It looked like Eva was still protected her by her smoke, so Jayna took her chance and crouched down at the pit’s edge once more, placing another pattern. As a creature came close, she jabbed at it with the black beam of light, and it burned through its face. She hurried, moving all around the pit placing patterns of protection, and cut through another five of the creatures as she did so. When she was done, she slapped her hand down, using the combined power of her Toral and sorcery magic, and the pattern erupted, linking together.
She had sealed off the top of the pit. As the barricade formed, the creatures slammed into it, and were pushed back.
She checked on Eva again. Several of the barbed creatures were attacking, and though she had her smoke magic, she didn’t have a way of bringing them down. With the pit closed, they could no longer shove them back into it.
Still holding onto her magic ball spell, Jayna jammed the black beam of crackling energy into each of the creatures attacking Eva, cutting them down as quickly as she could. Only when she was convinced all of them were dead did she let out a shaky breath.
“That was more than last time.”
“And we don’t even know how many other creatures might be out there,” Eva said. “We have not seen all of the pits.”
Jayna shuddered. Eva was right. They had only seen three of the pits, which meant there were four pits they hadn’t dealt with. There were four more pits that had allowed dark creatures to pass into the world.
“We still have work to do.”
Eva stared at the pit.
“Are you willing to come with me?”
Eva continued staring at the pit. Some of her smoke was drifting out and around the latticework of power that Jayna had placed over it.
“What are you looking at?” Jayna asked, changing tactics. Whatever was going on with Eva, Jayna needed to help. Was she in shock from dealing with the creatures or was there something else going on?
“It’s this,” Eva said. “Look at it.”
“I have been looking at it. We’ve been looking at it for the last week and have had no idea what it is or what’s going on. Can you tell something from the smoke?”
Eva’s smoke swirled then pressed down on the barricade over the pit. “There is something familiar here.”
“You’ve said that from the very beginning,” Jayna said.
“And I’m saying it again. It feels like there is something here I should know. I’m not sure what it is. I’ve been trying to understand and trying to make sense of why it feels so familiar but haven’t succeeded.”
Eva pulled back, and she turned, looking at Jayna.
“What if it’s tied to the Ashara?”
“What would whoever’s creating these pits do with the Ashara?”
“I don’t know. But there is a connection here.”
“So, if the Ashara are somehow a part of this and are connected in a way that’s forming this smoke, what can we do?”
Eva sucked her teeth and pulled something out of her pocket. Blood dripped toward the ground but faded to smoke before reaching it.
Eva walked around the pit. The smoke radiating from her palms swept out and around the pit before flowing back to Eva.
“Seven pits,” Eva said, her voice soft. “And I know you’re concerned about the other four that might have dark creatures, but your ring hasn’t indicated their presence, has it?”
“It hasn’t, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t out there. We might not have been close enough for them to be detected.”
“We will have to hunt those creatures, but later. We need to do something else first.”
“What?”
Eva looked at her with eyes wide. “Something is pushing against this barrier, and I suspect if we were to go to the others, we would find the same thing.”
“That is if they hold,” Jayna said.
Eva frowned. “Perhaps.”
“They were your enchantments.”
“I wouldn’t be responsible for them failing,” Eva said. “But that’s not the issue. If there’s pressure coming through here, it’s pushing upon the conduit. The entire conduit. And now we have sealed it off. That pressure has to go somewhere.”
“What are you getting at?”
“What if we have only made it easier for them?”
“I don’t think that’s how it works, but maybe it’s time we start asking different questions.” Jayna twisted her Toral ring. “I was going to try to reach Ceran, anyway.”
“I’m not sure he’s going to have the answers we need, but perhaps you’re right. We have a little time.”
“How much?”
“I don’t know.” Eva turned toward the pit, her smoke continuing to stream away from her.
Jayna needed answers, and it was about time she figured out a way to use the linking spell to get them. Ceran was the only one who could give her those answers.
“Let me know if anything changes,” Jayna said.
Eva didn’t answer, but Jayna felt a fluttering of the smoke and knew she agreed.
Jayna had to make the linking spell to Ceran work before it was too late.
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JAYNA STOOD FAR from the smoking pit. Its resistance to and subduing of her magic forced her to stay well beyond it in order to call upon all of her Toral power. She briefly considered using the Society ring as well, but she didn’t need to; Eva let smoke flow toward Jayna and fill her.
Three different kinds of magic. Toral. Sorcery. Ashara.
A strange combination.
Jayna could feel the combined power building and hoped it would be enough.
She had to track Ceran.
She pushed power through the Toral ring, and it grew ice cold before burning. She almost lost control of her connection, but she focused her mind and maintained it. Jayna pushed her focus outward and followed the tracking spell.
There was a flare of magic, and then she felt him.
“Dangerous,” Ceran’s voice said from a great distance.
“Ceran?”
“You should not do this,” he said. “I have to fortify myself to ensure they don’t know where to find me.”
“They?” Jayna asked. She pushed even more power through her, drawing upon sorcery, drawing upon the Toral power, and drawing upon Eva’s smoke, feeling the connection build with a vibrant intensity. “Who are they?”
There was a faint trembling.
There was nothing but darkness around her. When she had seen Ceran before, that same darkness had made it difficult for her to discern where he might be. As she tried to connect, a hint of light, little more than a pinprick, began to grow closer, her Toral ring forming a bridge that allowed her to pull Ceran toward her.
She had never done that before. Previous attempts at summoning him had failed. She was surprised when it worked this time.
Gradually, the light grew closer and closer, but still she could make out nothing about Ceran. She could feel his presence but couldn’t see him.
“Who’s holding you?” Jayna asked.
“You aren’t the first I trained,” Ceran said.
“You barely trained me,” she said.
There was a hint of laughter, though it sounded strained.
Jayna linked to the spell even harder, trying to call sorcery through it, but that wasn’t working. It was all about Eva’s magic. All about the Ashara.
“Other Toral?”
“Yes,” Ceran said.
He was a nebulous form in front of her, a shape in the darkness she could scarcely make out.
Symbols around him began to clarify, but Jayna couldn’t comprehend them. They were the same ones he’d shown her before.
“One of these Toral captured you, then?”
“One wouldn’t have been enough, but they worked together and managed to secure me. They think to take over my power. With what they’re doing around you, they might be able to do it.”
“What would happen then?”
“You are well-trained, Jayna. You won’t lose control of your magic.”
“That’s not what I was thinking about,” she said. “I was thinking instead about what would happen to you.”
“As I said, they want to take over my power. They seek to replace me.”
“As Sul’toral or as something else?”
“Yes.”
It wasn’t an answer, or at least it wasn’t the answer Jayna wanted. She believed Ceran was much more than he admitted to her; she could feel the power he was giving her and could feel there was something within it, something she needed to hold on to, if only so she might be able to reach for something more.
“So, you have a Toral coming after you. I can handle Toral.”
But she suspected it wasn’t just one Toral. Given the way he described it and the nature of the power Ceran had implied, there would be many. Could she handle more than one Toral? What about a half dozen? A dozen?
“It is more than that. He has accessed a different kind of power, and if he succeeds, he could overpower me.”
“Is that why you haven’t revealed yourself to me fully?”
“The seals around me were faint at first,” Ceran said. “I managed to avoid them, but he has been working with others I did not anticipate. And he has learned.”
“He learned the language of the Toral enchantment.”
“Yes.”
“Can I learn it?”
“Yes.”
“And let me guess,” Jayna said, “he is responsible for the pits around the city.”
“Perhaps.”
“Why?”
“Because you keep calling to me, Jayna Aguelon.”
Jayna shut her eyes. “I don’t understand.”
“He is aware of our connection and that our connection permits you to draw upon my power, manifesting it in his realm. It is the very thing he fears.”
“Our connection?”
“He recognizes that until he either draws more power than me or he destroys you, he will not have what he seeks.”
Jayna frowned. “There hasn’t been an attack on me.”
“Then he has chosen a different approach.”
“These pits. Eva claims they are some sort of conduit.”
“Show me.”
“Aren’t you trapped here?”
“You drew me here. You control this place.”
Jayna fretted at the idea. Then again, she had seen something similar when Ceran had called to her, hadn’t she? And she had felt the way the power summoned her, and the way Ceran controlled it. Everything she’d seen around her had been of his making.
Jayna tried to concentrate energy into the linking spell to draw him even closer, but it didn’t work. “I don’t know how to do it.”
There came a trace of energy through the Toral ring, as if he intended to show her what she needed to do, but she struggled to understand. She had her Toral magic, sorcery, and whatever Eva had connected to her, but in this moment, it didn’t seem like it was enough.
“He should not have known about that,” Ceran said, his voice soft. She was connected to Ceran, but there was also another connection to it, something suggesting to her that she didn’t have full access to what she needed.
“Who is he?” Jayna asked.
“Lartial. One of my first Toral, and now one who seeks more power than what was offered.”
At least she now knew a bit more about going on here, but not why. “What is this pit?”
“That is a way to power.”
“But what power?” Jayna asked.
“The kind of power he should not have known existed.” Ceran pulled closer. As he did, some of the smoke from Eva’s connection swirled around Jayna. “You must stop it before he succeeds. Before he takes what should not be his. Before he harnesses a power he would not be able to understand.”
She called Ceran to her, trying to understand more, but even as she did, she felt a trembling. There was hesitation within Ceran, almost as if he were concerned.
“Ashara?” she asked.
There was a pause. “Yes.”
“What will happen if he succeeds?”
“As I’ve said, he will have power he should not.”
Ceran was sounding more distant, and Jayna was aware that he was calling upon Eva’s connection, using the smoke to shroud them, to mask their conversation.
“You must use all of the connections you have to prevent him from succeeding. You may be the only one who can accomplish this, Jayna Aguelon.”
Suddenly, Ceran was pulled from her.
Jayna scrambled to hold him with her, but he slipped from her grasp. The light faded. The connection to Ceran snuffed out.
She opened her eyes to see the smoke pit nearby, heat rising from it and hitting her in waves.
Ceran had been there.
She hurried to Eva and Topher, who were looking at the pit. Topher stood behind Eva, twisting the enchantment on a wrist, watching with a brightness in his eyes.
“Well?” Eva asked.
“It worked, and I at least know who I’m dealing with, but I’m not sure how to stop him.”
“And who are you dealing with?”
“Basically the same person I had worried about, but now for a different reason. A Toral who Ceran had taught, but who’s since tried to steal power from him.” She motioned to the pit before them. “Ceran seems to think the pits will help Lartial tap into some greater power. It might be tied to you, Eva. I’m not sure how, though; we didn’t have a chance to talk about it.”
Eva frowned. “They’re a conduit,” she said.
“That’s what you’ve told me before, but a conduit to what?”
“Power,” Eva said, her gaze distant. “That is the purpose of the conduit, a way to connect to something different.” She focused her eyes on Jayna. “The longer they have been open, the more I’ve started to detect within it. It’s not only the power here, but how the power is utilized.”
Jayna focused on the flying enchantment. “Let’s look and see what this is.”
Eva joined her, and after pushing energy into the enchantment, they hovered.
Jayna looked down at the city, half expecting the conduit would be focused within the market, but as they got higher into the air and were able to see all seven of the pits, now steaming with more intensity than before.
Lartial wanted to destroy Ceran, but he may also want the city.
Worse, Jayna may be the reason he had finally chosen to act. By removing the Fates and the Sul’toral from the city, an opening had been created. If he knew Lodeth could avoid magical influence, maybe he knew he needed a power Lodeth couldn’t evade.
These pits.
“Do you see it?” Eva asked, looking below.
“I see the circle of smoke ringing the city, and I’m starting to wonder if these people are here for a different reason. Maybe they want this power so they can overwhelm Lodeth and those who protect him.”
“What should we do?” Eva asked.
“I think we go down into the city and find where these pits are focused. And then…”
Then she was going to have to stop somebody who knew her power and might know a way of beating her.
She withdrew power from the enchantment, and they descended. Once the enchantment folded back up, she plucked it from the ground and stuffed it in her pocket.
Troubled thoughts came to her. How could she stop someone who wanted the power of the Sul’toral—and had the knowledge and ability to neutralize her magic?
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THE CITY WAS QUIET. Normally, that wouldn’t be much of an issue, but now it was haunting. Between that and the energy she still felt coming from the pits, she had a sense of foreboding about what would soon happen.
For too long, she’d been feeling a resistance to her power. Now that she understood it was the power William possessed, she couldn’t help but wonder what more he might be keeping from her. He was working with her—wasn’t he?
The king was his brother. That was what he had said.
What he had said.
What did she really know?
She needed to get back to the palace and speak to Lodeth. She needed answers.
But the power pushing on her told her she needed to do something now. Her enchantments wouldn’t be effective, so she had little choice but to deal with it without them.
“See if you can find anything around here,” Jayna said to Eva.
“What are you going to do?”
“I need to see what’s in there.” She motioned to the small building where she had seen William on a previous occasion. It was the same building, she realized, where Donovan had shown her the symbols from the explosive enchantments and her Toral ring. Come to think of it, while she thought she had seen William here, perhaps it had been Lartial the whole time. “We may not know what’s going on, but I know we need to secure those pits. I’m going down here, but I need you to gather whatever enchantments you have that might be useful.”
“I’m not sure we should separate,” Eva said.
“And I’m not sure we have much of a choice.”
“Be careful.”
“You don’t think I will?”
“I know what you do,” Eva said.
“I do what’s necessary. Keep working with the pits and securing them. I will deal with Lartial.”
Eva nodded, though there was a flicker of doubt that crossed her eyes.
Jayna forced a smile as she left Eva. When Jayna reached the simple stone building, she felt a strange energy pushing against her. She paused. Within the building she felt resistance, as if the stone itself were designed to push back on her magic.
How long had Ceran’s Toral been working against him?
This building was old. Because of its age, it was possible it was connected to a different kind of magic, something that predated even Ceran. She searched for a door but didn’t see one.
She might need more help than what Eva could provide.
Behind her, smoke swirled. Jayna suspected Eva was using it for detection. Would Eva’s power work against William’s mentor? What about the power of Char and the Society?
She focused on the linking spell. While the connection was weak, she was aware of Char.
“If you can hear me, I’m going to need your help. Something is going on, and it’s almost at a head. I don’t know how much time we have. Please let me know where you are. I need you in the location we spoke last.”
She waited, but there was no response from Char.
She tried again, sending a similar message, this time pushing her Toral power to strengthen the spell. She felt a fluttering of a connection.
Hopefully that was an affirmative response.
She turned her attention back to the building, sweeping her gaze along the surface of the stone and looking for some way to open a door. There was nothing.
“What are you doing here?”
She turned around and found William standing behind watching. He wore a dark green cloak, beneath which she caught a glimmer of his knives. “Are you with this attack?” She looked along the street but didn’t see anybody else that seemed to be with him.
He was alone. Had he been following her?
“Because I know the pits are some sort of draw for power meant to destroy something within the city. Maybe even to overpower Lodeth.” She watched him. “What do you know about it?”
“I haven’t found anything.”
“Which means you came here by chance?”
He glanced to the sky. “I followed you. You don’t travel very discreetly. I figured it was best I see what you might be doing.”
She had intended to make it clear she was leaving the palace when she had used the flying enchantment to leave her room through her window but hadn’t given much thought to others using it to track her.
“You might be disappointed. But maybe it’s good you’re here.”
She suspected William’s sudden appearance was due to more than her being here. What did William know? He was spymaster for Lodeth, somebody with his own agenda, she suspected. It was easy to his motivations for being out in the city weren’t all centered around her.
“I don’t suppose you noticed another pit opened.”
“I detected a change,” he said.
She hesitated. She was unsure how much to share with him, but there was a part of her that wanted to trust him, regardless of whether it was wise.
“As much as I don’t like the suggestion, I think we need to work together.”
“Why would you not like the suggestion? Weren’t you the one to tell me you wanted to ensure others weren’t harmed by dark magic?”
“I don’t like it because I don’t know what to make of your power. Or the source of it. When I don’t understand something, I’m hesitant to trust it.”
She thought of what Ceran had said of other powers that existed in the world. Those like the El’aras and the Ashara, and the power of Sarenoth. Maybe his power descended from something similar. If that was the case, then maybe she could trust him. She didn’t have to understand it, did she? She didn’t understand Eva’s power, and she trusted Eva, though her experience with Eva had been much more extensive, and she felt confident in her knowledge of the kind of person Eva was.
“Given what I’ve heard of you, Jayna Aguelon, I was hesitant to trust you as well.”
She chortled. “I suppose that’s fair.”
Distantly, Jayna felt energy in the air shifting again. She wondered what that meant. Was an attack reaching its zenith or was the shift simply tied to this conduit Eva had recognized?
She needed William’s help.
“You were here the other day. I don’t know what this is for, but you obviously sensed something.” She waited to see if he might answer, but he remained quiet. “And we need to stop whatever is coming. So, I need for you to tell me what this is.”
He regarded her for a long moment, and Jayna worried he wasn’t going to answer, or that if he did, he would refuse to help, but he let out a frustrated sigh. “They should not have found this place,” he said.
“And who are they?”
“Those I’ve been tracking in the city, in addition to Lartial. Those like you.”
He had to mean Ceran’s other Toral, but how was it possible they were here?
Then again, Ceran had warned her. He had known there was a danger that they needed to stop, but she was certain his knowledge of the danger was nothing more than speculation and he didn’t know its true depths.
And now Jayna had started to uncover the truth.
“How do you know they’re like me?”
“I know. There’s a distinct pulling,” William said.
What if they weren’t only Ceran’s Toral? He believed they were after him, and her because of him, but perhaps they were after more than Ceran’s power—or her own.
“How distinct?”
“If your question is whether it feels like you, or whether it feels like something else, there is a distinct signature. Distinct enough that I can feel it here but also elsewhere. It’s why I wasn’t sure if I could trust you.”
“And now?”
“I’m still not sure.”
Jayna sighed. “The others you’re tracking probably serve the same person that I have served. I don’t know who they are, but Lartial is involved with them,” she went on. “He is chasing after a kind of magic he shouldn’t have and was willing to attack his own mentor in order to do it.”
“Who?” he asked.
“I’m sure that Lartial is something else. Like me, and yet like you, with your form of magic.”
“It’s not magic.”
“It’s something, and he’s using another form of magic, I’m sure.”
“These pits are a way of gathering a different kind of power,” Jayna said. “And I suspect he intends to use it against Lodeth. Probably because I removed the Fates, and he thinks the Society is weakened.”
“They are weakened.”
Jayna wasn’t going to argue; she couldn’t say for sure if the Society was truly weakened or not. From what she’d seen of the council, the Society at least had a different connection to power than they had before. Now, they could link their magic together.
“I need to get in there so we can stop him.”
William sighed and stepped forward, holding his hand out. The stone rippled, and slowly a doorway appeared. Power. It was an enchantment.
“I thought you said you couldn’t use magic?”
“That was not magic.”
With those words, she thought she understood.
He wasn’t using magic. His resistance released the enchantment around the concealed door.
Clever.
Had she not had William with her, she knew she wouldn’t have been able to open the doorway. As she considered his usefulness, questions came to mind. And while she would ask them, she didn’t know if William would be willing to reveal those answers.
“How many are like you? I suspect you were recruited.”
“What are you getting at?” William asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Only that the others who have this,” Jayna said, holding out her Toral ring, “are working with him.”
William watched her for a long moment. His expression was flat, but there was tension around his eyes. “Where did you get that?”
Jayna suppressed a groan. “Let me guess. You have one of those too?”
“Yes,” he said. He held out his hand, and Jayna wasn’t at all surprised to see he had a dragon stone ring. A Toral ring.
As far as she had known, he didn’t have access to magic. What purpose would there be in giving him a dragon stone ring?
“Lartial?”
“Yes,” William said.
“He is what’s known as a Toral, and he serves the man I’ve been working for who asked me to help remove dark magic from the world. We were making progress, and I was learning what I thought I needed to learn, when I started running into the dangers your Fates posed.”
“They were not mine.”
“Fine. The Society’s. I suppose now that means they were mine.” Jayna wrinkled her brow. “I don’t much care for that. Regardless, I have been dealing with dark magic. And I’ve felt a source of something here in the city. I’ve been struggling to make sense of it. Then I met you.”
“You can’t think I’m a dark magic user.”
“Well, I wasn’t sure. And to be honest, I’m still not sure—just as you’re not sure about me. If your mentor is responsible for all of this,” she said, waving her hand around her, “there’s a possibility he’s involved in dark magic. If you’re a part of that—”
“I’m not.”
Jayna wanted to believe him. She needed to. She didn’t want to have to deal with what was happening in the city on her own.
She motioned to the door. “We should go in.”
The air was calm, though it smelled strange, impressing upon her the power that was there, the power she believed was loose in the city, the power she suspected the other Toral were calling upon. And yet, even though she could feel it, she wasn’t sure what to make of it.
“This is probably not a good idea.”
“Probably not,” Jayna agreed, “but who else do you trust?”
The better question, Jayna knew, was who else could she trust. She trusted Eva and Topher. There was a time when she would’ve trusted Char but given the way he’d sprung the testing on her she was starting to have reservations. She might now be a part of the Society, but that didn’t mean she felt comfortable relying upon them for something like this.
Which meant it was up to William.
“What is this place?” Jayna asked as they entered the building. It was dark, and the air smelled stagnant, like standing water something in the process of fermenting. She felt the light touch of a breeze but couldn’t place where it came from.
“This is a place of contemplation,” William said.
“What is there to contemplate?” she asked. “I figured you just did what you thought was needed to serve Lodeth.”
“Many of us do,” he said. “But not all. Some search for understanding, and some search for a sense of purpose.”
“What about you? Did you search for those things?”
“At one point,” William said.
Jayna twisted her Toral ring and felt as though they had both been used. Ceran had used her because he knew somebody had betrayed him and he wanted her to suss out who it was. He had gotten her on board by asking her to chase down dark magic, which she had been more than happy to do. And William…
“What am I going to find down here?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Perhaps the answers you seek.”
“That would be a first,” she said. “I’ve been looking for answers for a while.”
She followed him down the stairs into the darkness. As she went, she felt as though she were walking willingly into a dangerous pit, but no matter what danger lay before her, she hoped she might finally be on the right path to the answers she had been seeking since she started working with Ceran.
If she could not find the answers she was after, then maybe it was time for her to discard the ring altogether. Though, regardless of what she may find, maybe it was time for that anyway.
The further down the stairs she moved, the more she could feel the pressure building against her, and she knew she didn’t have much time.
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THE SMELL of smoke tugged at Jayna’s nostrils. It was the smell of the smoke from the pits and while everything was quiet around them and she could feel no magic, Jayna worried about what she would encounter.
“The smoke pits focus their energy here,” she said. “I don’t suppose you know why?”
“No,” he said. “This has been here for as long as I can remember.”
“Great,” she said. “Then it’s something old. Given what I have learned about old things and power, it is likely something dangerous.”
“You assume that?”
“Let’s just call it a hunch.”
They descended a little further down the stairs, and when they reached the bottom, Jayna felt more of the power within the building.
“This is similar to what’s outside of the city. It’s not quite the same, though. It feels subdued. Whatever the other Toral are up to, the energy for it is focused here.”
That’s when she saw figures.
Seven of them. Of course, there would be seven. Seven pits. The number was significant, Eva said.
“Good,” a cold voice said from the darkness. Jayna recognized the tone. It resembled Ceran. “We’ve been awaiting your arrival.”
It had to be Lartial.
And he knew she was here.
Too soon.
She needed time to ensure her preparations were in place. Did they have enough time, or had he come to her before she was ready?
A blast of unseen power struck William and sent him rolling to the ground away from her. She waited for him to get up. His resistance should protect him—assuming they didn’t know how to overpower it.
He didn’t move.
She prepared her magic ball spell, readying for another onslaught of power that never came.
“I hate to spoil the party too soon,” Jayna said. “But given what I’ve felt you all doing, I thought it would be best if I joined you, because you’re making a mess of the grounds outside of the capital. The king would really like you to stop.”
“This will all be over soon,” the voice said.
Jayna approached. “You’re Lartial, correct?”
The pale-skinned man who had attacked William outside of the city met her eyes.
“And if I’m right, then we have several other Toral here, all of you trying to usurp Ceran.” She frowned. “Unless…”
Recent conversations excluded, Ceran hadn’t always been completely honest with her, and for a brief moment she considered that it was Ceran standing before her. But no. She had a linking spell to him. She would have felt it.
“The faithful servant,” Lartial said. “You have done more than he expected. And that’s when you became a challenge for us. You were going to free him.”
“I didn’t realize he was imprisoned for a long time, so I suppose I should take a little blame for that. But that’s beside the point. I take issue with what you’re doing in the city.”
The room was a simple chamber with dark stone, the walls marked with the same symbols from the explosive enchantment and on her Toral ring. “He said you discovered the secret to this language.” She motioned to the symbols on the walls. “I must admit I’m curious about it.”
“Now that you are here, we can show you.”
“Oh, you were waiting on me?”
“Perhaps not waiting, but we can give you a role to play.”
Lartial took a step toward her, and Jayna used her Toral power to protect herself with a magic ball spell.
“Regardless of what you think, I am far more capable than you realize.”
“As are we,” Lartial said.
And as he said it, she felt the pressure. It was the same pressure she had felt around William, and the same pressure she had felt around the pits. She didn’t know what had happened to William but didn’t have time to look. That power continued to build beyond what she could withstand. She had already felt them overwhelm her Toral magic and sorcery. The only advantage she might have was Eva—if she could get her attention to return from the pits in time.
She activated Topher’s enchantment, hoping to do so discretely.
If it worked, at least Eva would know what was happening here.
Smoke began to build from a stone in the center of the room. Jayna drew some of the smoke into her Toral ring, and as she did, she caught sight of a familiar figure within the room she had not expected to see. Asaran.
What was he doing here?
Jayna pulled out Topher’s enchantment, wishing she had a linking spell forged with Eva. It would be easier than using an enchantment like this.
“Asaran is here,” she whispered. “With the smoke, I wonder if he’s tied to the conduit. You need to get back here.”
There was no answer and she wondered if Lartial and his suppression of power was preventing Eva from receiving the message in the first place.
She had to focus. How could she overpower them?
Toral magic wasn’t going to be enough.
But she was also a sorcerer.
She tried tracing a pattern, but as soon as it was completed, it was blocked.
“You think we haven’t dealt with sorcerers over the years?” Lartial regarded her and his lips curled into a sneer. “You have done us a favor, you know. Removing the Fates was something I thought I would have to handle on my own. I should thank Ceran for training you.”
Jayna ignored him, continuing to think about what she could do, how she might counter him, but she didn’t think she was strong enough. Sorcery wasn’t going to be enough. They had said as much. Her Toral magic wasn’t going to be enough either, even augmented by the blood stone.
But she needed to think fast. She was being gradually pushed toward the center of their circle. If William would get up, she wouldn’t have to do this herself, but they’d taken him out too quickly.
She shifted approaches.
Toral magic and sorcery wouldn’t work here, but there was one thing she may be able to call upon one more thing that she was sure these other Toral couldn’t.
Eva’s magic. Eva had pushed some of her Ashara magic into Jayna earlier, and Jayna had drawn it into her blood stone. She couldn’t linger here. She had to hurry before something happened with Asaran, though Jayna was at a loss for what to do.
As the seven Toral watched her, she wondered if they knew what she was thinking of doing.
She had to distract them long enough for her to try. So, she called power from the Society ring, from the Toral ring, and from her linking spell to Char—and the Society.
I need your help, she sent through the linking spell.
Char had to hear.
“I’m afraid your sorcery won’t be enough,” Lartial said.
“What makes you think it’s just my sorcery?”
“You cannot stop this. You were a part of it. Much like Ceran intended for all of us to be a part of it. We chose our own path.”
Jayna had come to understand a different path and way of using the Toral power. She had chosen a different path to protect others from dark magic.
Because of her unconventional path, she had formed powers—and connections to powers—that were more than the Toral. And now she needed them. She let her connections mix, mingling her magic, but when she tried to explode it out from her, she was met with resistance.
She found Lartial watching her, a knowing look in his eyes.
“Did you think we were not prepared for you?”
She hadn’t expected they could counter the combined magics.
She sagged.
Smoke swirled down the stairs. “Eva…”
Then the smoke faded.
The other Toral overpowered her.
She couldn’t do anything. Eva couldn’t do anything.
Their power pressed upon her. She looked over to William, but he didn’t move.
“Why?” Her voice was a hoarse whisper.
“Why?” Lartial turned to her. “Because Ceran wanted to keep the powers from us.”
“No,” she said. “He wanted to keep others from gaining powers they should not.”
“And who is he to decide?”
She wanted to cry out that he is Ceran, that he is the one who had granted them their power in the first place, that he is the one who had gifted them the magic they needed to become Toral, but all she managed was a soft whimper.
The strange power that pushed against her was stronger than she remembered.
The Toral circled around her, and the power continued to grow, pressing down on her. She was fading.
The ground trembled as they called their power, and another pit formed—the true summoning pit, she suspected. This would be how they destroyed Ceran and stole his power to become more than Toral.
She looked at the Toral ring Ceran had gifted her.
She had failed him.
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THE TREMBLING of the ground continued to build beneath her. Lartial and the others were still pressing down on her with the full force of their power, trying to coerce her into using her own.
As she tried to withstand them, she felt something strange.
Her finger.
At first, she thought it was Ceran.
But Ceran was imprisoned; he wouldn’t be able to do anything. Then she realized what it was she was feeling. It was not Toral magic. It was Sorcery. Heat and sorcery. Eva’s heat and sorcery.
The power of the other Toral continued to spill into her.
She had to resist.
The only thing she could think to try was the magic ball spell. She wrapped it around herself and expanded it with what strength she could muster. As she did, she felt a flutter in the back of her mind.
Ceran.
Through the linking spell.
He was pushing out his own power to her. All of the energy began to build, and Jayna linked it together. She was the bridge. And she knew what she needed to do.
Lartial was watching her as she got to her feet. Steadily, anger at Lartial rose within her.
Where were the sorcerers she had summoned through her linking spell with Char? They were coming. She was certain of it.
“You made a mistake,” Jayna said. “You revealed your presence. Now I know who you are. Now I know what you are. As does the Society.” She narrowed her eyes at Lartial. “And considering I am now a member of the Society, I have the full weight of it behind me.” She took a deep breath, feeling power fill her. But it wasn’t just Ceran now, she could feel Char fortifying her as well.
And Eva. Though weakened, Eva was offering what she could.
The power coursing through her was a cold, burning power, and Jayna embraced it.
“Ceran gifted me his power. You tried to steal it.”
Jayna traced a pattern. A series of simple markings that told a story.
She had created her first spell. As she placed it around her, she willed different kinds of power into it, and there came a rippling followed by an explosion of power.
She could feel the Toral pushing against her still. She could feel them trying to resist.
But Jayna forced even more of her power out from her, and they were blown back. Jayna latched onto the linked power of the Society, formed a starburst spell, and blasted it outward.
Lartial twisted his hands and threw up a wave of rippling energy, countering her spell. A spell to use in response flashed in her mind.
But it wasn’t from Char. And it wasn’t Ceran.
Was it one of the others of the Society?
She could worry about the details who it was later. She formed the spell.
She knew even as she formed it what the spell would do. It was violent and explosive. And she knew why it would work.
Toral magic, sorcery, and even some of Eva’s stored Ashara magic within the bloodstone combined to give power to the spell.
The first shot slammed into one of the Toral near her. He had long hair and looked to be ten years older than Jayna. He glowered at her. But what she felt from Ceran, and the way he pushed his power at her, Jayna knew Ceran wanted her to do this.
She thought about different uses of power and a spell came into her mind, unbidden. She realized it was through the linking spell with the Society.
Like the one she had just used, this, too, was brutal and violent.
It was perfect.
She formed it, the pattern simple, appearing complete in her mind, and she added her Toral power to it, pressing it through the blood stone. The power exploded into a burst of energy, creating a fireball that shot toward the Toral.
The long-haired Toral erupted in flames, shrieking as he fell back, battering at the conflagration around him in vain.
She spun, another spell flashing into her mind. Jayna knew this one. It was a bolt of pure energy, but she had never used it because she had never needed to. Now she did. A bolt of energy like this would be like a boulder flowing from her. Once formed, she blasted the spell out of her Toral ring, and it slammed into her attacker.
Lartial watched her, though he remained close to the pit as if he were trying to draw something through it. Remembering her vision of Asaran, Jayna sensed that Lartial intended to summon the power of the Ashara. She had to intervene, but she didn’t know if she’d be fast enough.
The other Toral came at her, converging quickly.
“You realize we have the same power,” Jayna said. “Or we did until I got a little extra.” She brought her hands up and started tracing a pattern when a blast of Toral magic struck her.
She expected to be thrown back but hadn’t anticipated the Toral ring itself would pull the power of the spell that had hit her into it, amplifying what she was drawing upon. The energy was burning cold, and she didn’t hesitate to use it.
She tossed the spell back at her attacker and it slammed into his midsection, crumpling him.
Two more Toral converged, and Jayna shrugged, drawing upon her Toral power, but had no time to create a spell.
Instead, she had to resort to something simpler. She stepped forward and punched one man in the nose before kicking the other in his leg, hearing bone shatter.
The rest taken care of, that left Lartial.
She looked across the pit at him.
“You aren’t going to stop this.”
“Because you’re trying to become something you should not? You want to be a Sul’toral.”
“No, I want to be more,” he said. “And this is the key.”
Jayna laughed bitterly. “You have no idea what you’re doing. You have no idea the kind of power you are summoning. All you know is that you want power. And you don’t care who you harm to get it.”
She focused on a pattern, though another one tried to intrude upon her. Jayna pushed it away. She wasn’t sure who in the Society she was linked to—though she suspected it was the council—and while she appreciated their help, she had a different spell she knew she could use to great effect.
It was a spell she had used countless times before. She formed a ring around the pit.
Through the linking spell, she heard Char’s objection.
She continued to pull on the magic ball spell, letting it wind around the pit. She didn’t know for certain what would happen here, but she had her suspicions.
“It’s going to be painful when I shadow that,” he said.
“I’m afraid it’s only going to be painful for you.”
He shifted his hands, and she recognized the sorcery pattern but also noticed simultaneous summoning of power to resist magic
Jayna laced the Ashara power into her spell, using some of that smoke. As he attempted to carve through what Jayna had done, it failed.
“I’m not going to let you do this,” she said, glaring at Lartial. “And once this is done, I’m going to free Ceran.”
“You understand nothing. You don’t know what he is.”
“No, but I know he needs to be freed. And if not, well, I think I have gained enough power that I can deal with the consequences if he causes problems. Thankfully, you won’t be there.”
She finished the magic ball spell, sealing herself and Lartial inside.
She took a step back. In doing so, she jerked Lartial forward. For a moment, he hovered above the pit, the energy within it floating toward him. He locked eyes with her and hurriedly traced a pattern, but he wasn’t quick enough. Jayna released her spell. Lartial fell, dropping deep into the opening in the ground, into the conduit. He cried out, but his cry was swallowed by the darkness.
Weakness overcame her, and Jayna staggered back, falling to the ground. She laid there for a moment, struggling to comprehend the power she had used, but it was more than she understood.
As she started to get up, she felt the smoky embrace of Eva’s magic as it swirled around her. Then she was there.
Topher right behind her, along with Donovan and Char and others of the Society.
“Well,” Jayna said, smiling weakly at Eva. “We found them.”
“You did,” she said.
“I don’t know what to make of it,” she said.
“You did well,” Eva said.
“I…”
Eva took a step toward the open conduit.
Asaran joined Eva near the pit. Smoke swirled nearby—and Jayna realized it was another of the Ashara.
“Eva?”
Eva turned to her. “I’ve been trying to understand these conduits. I didn’t make the connection between them and the Ashara, not until you told me Lartial and the others had Asaran. And now I think I understand.” She looked back to the opening. “They thought to steal Ashara power.”
“You should step back,” Jayna said.
“That’s just it,” Eva said, holding Asaran’s gaze. Smoke swirled around him, and he nodded. “I’ve told you I don’t have all of my memories, and I’m not sure what it’s going to take to get them back, but there is a reason there are so few of us. I can see that now. And I think if I release this power, we can help our people.”
“I don’t understand,” Jayna said, but didn’t she?
Ceran had talked about other powers in the world.
The El’aras were connected to one. As were the Ashara.
Ancient enemies, but only the Ashara had been diminished.
“There’s something holding this power,” Eva said. “And we can follow this. We can follow the conduit. And we can free it.”
“Let me help.”
“I have to do this. We do,” she said, nodding to Asaran who looked more smoke than a human. “I need to do this.”
“How long will you be gone?”
“I don’t know.”
With that, a band of smoke swirled around Eva, lifting into something that looked almost like wings, and Eva dropped into the conduit.
Jayna couldn’t speak. She couldn’t move. She was too stunned to do anything. She found the others of the Society blocking the five remaining Toral. “Take the rings,” Jayna said, “and give them to me.”
She got to her feet and approached William. He’d finally come around, rolling to his side and sitting up, knives in hand. Now he thought he’d help?
“I need to speak with my brother. He’s going to need to know what happened here.” He shook his head. “Though I’m not entirely sure I understand what happened here.”
“Probably not considering you were sleeping through the good parts. I’ll explain all of it later. This was beyond Lodeth. This was about acquiring magical power. I think that’s what it’s always been about for Lartial.” She wondered what Lodeth had in the palace that Lartial had been after all those years ago.
“Maybe that’s all it is. Maybe that’s why he wanted to target me. Remove me as a threat, and then he could get to my brother.”
Jayna wasn’t going to argue with him, but she suspected that was only a part of it.
“Find me later?”
Jayna nodded.
She let out a sigh and turned to see Char watching her.
William made his way around the chamber, taking rings from the fallen Toral before bringing them over to Jayna.
“What is this about?” Char asked, his voice a whisper.
“They all served the same person I do. They all betrayed him.”
“And Eva?”
Jayna had to help Eva. She understood why her friend had gone into the conduit, even if she didn’t understand what purpose Lartial and the others had in using it. It may be a way of tapping into a greater power, but Eva believed there was something more to it.
She looked at the conduit and took a deep breath.
The kingdom was safe for now. She was a part of the Society. She knew where to find her brother. But her friend needed her, regardless of what she claimed. The Toral had been the one to open this, and Eva might need another Toral to get back.
“The conduit is what they were after,” Jayna told Char. “I don’t know everything about it, only that Eva said it had some connection to a power like hers.”
Well, that wasn’t exactly what she had said. She had claimed it was a connection to a power greater than hers.
“We can seal it off,” Char said.
“Not yet. I have to go after her. Besides, I don’t know if it can be
sealed off.”
“I will go too.”
Char was her friend as well. Her oldest friend, in fact.
“I might need you to stay here and watch after me, let me know what’s happening here.”
Power surged through the linking spell. “Whatever you need, Jayna.”
“Because I’m part of the Society?”
Char frowned for a moment. “No, because you’re Jayna Aguelon. Because you are my friend.”
Jayna smiled. She hoped her friendship with Eva was strong enough to bring her back. And then she could figure out what it was going to take to free Ceran.
    
Don’t miss the first book in Jonathan’s story (Jayna’s brother): The Dragon Rogues!




An impossible heist that only the thief known as the Dragon can pull off.
Fresh out of prison, Jonathan Aguelon wants one big score before he leaves the city for good. The job will be more complicated than any that he's ever pulled off, but this time he can steal more than money, he can get revenge—but only if he follows a mysterious benefactor’s plan.
With the right team, Jonathan can pull it off, but much in the city has changed during his time away, and the Dragon doesn't have the draw he once did. The team of outcasts he assembles needs time to prepare, but time is the one luxury they don’t have.
As his benefector pushes him into action, Jonathan refuses to be used by anyone, but can he refuse when his team might be all that stands before a coming war—if they can find a way to work together first?





AUTHOR’S NOTE
Dear Reader,
Thank you so much for reading Last of the Light. 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.
For more information:
www.dkholmberg.com
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