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      The city was quiet but still magically active.

      During her time in Ishan, Jayna had grown accustomed to the magical feel of the city. Some of it came from activity within the Society, along with an energy and bustle that emanated from the various sorceries they performed, and some of it had to do with the number of enchanters in the city. But what she felt now was a strange emptiness despite the crowds within the city itself.

      When she had been in Nelar, she had Eva with her most of the time. Even when Eva wasn’t with her, she had Topher with her. Now that Topher had returned to Nelar, establishing himself with the dular within the city, she had only Char as her closest friend. And he was often too busy for her.

      She worked her way through the marketplace, pausing at a few different enchantment stands, quickly determining the purpose for most of the enchantments before moving on. None of them were especially useful to her, at least not now that she was able to create far more complicated enchantments on her own. There were times when she still needed the help of enchanters to create the kind of effects she desired, but increasingly she did not require anyone’s assistance.

      There was one enchantment stand with some intriguing possibilities, though. She stood by the large bench, flipping through the various enchantments and testing each one without even asking the enchanters who ran the booth, an older woman with gray hair that had streaks of purple. She felt a tug along the linking spell that she shared with Char.

      “I know you can hear me,” Char said. “And don’t close yourself off to me. I just need your help with something.”

      She smiled tightly and turned off to the side if she spoke aloud. Though she had learned how she could communicate through the linking spell, Jayna still didn’t have the same level of control over it as she needed. She had learned to exclude Char from her mind, but it was sometimes difficult.

      “What is it?”

      “I think I have a lead on where she went.”

      Everything within Jayna went cold.

      Since Eva had disappeared into the strange pit, she’d been looking for what she needed to do to go after her. Access to the pit had simply closed off after Eva had gone through, leaving Jayna unable to follow Eva, regardless of what she tried—and she had tried everything.

      It wasn’t only Eva who had disappeared. Asaran had gone with her, but neither of them had been seen. Something had happened, and something had drawn them in, which both had felt compelled to follow, but Jayna did not know what that was.

      “What kind of a lead?”

      “Come by the Society House, and I can share it with you.”

      She hesitated. She’d been avoiding the Society House, partly because she had been wrapped up in other things. For one, she had learned the secret of her brother’s imprisonment—and even helped get his freedom. That had taken quite a while, though it had been worthwhile. Jonathan didn’t even know the depth of what she had done for him, nor did he realize just how powerful she had become, which she intended to keep hidden. It was simply better for him to think of her as the young girl he remembered all those years ago and not the Toral she had become.

      “I’m a bit busy right now,” she whispered.

      “You mean wandering through the market and seeing if you might find anything that reminds you of Eva?”

      “That’s not what I’m doing,” she snapped.

      “Can I help you find anything?” asked the old woman who ran the enchantment stand, and she looked at Jayna with a strange expression in her eyes, a mixture of confusion at Jayna seemingly talking to herself and the fact that she was standing twisted to the side, as if she didn’t want to get too close. “I have a nice assortment of….”

      “Explosives,” Jayna said. “And they are quite nice, but you must be cautious about how you seal them inside. This one,” she said, tapping on the enchantment, “has a bit of seepage. I can feel some of the power drifting out.” She watched the woman as she said it and realized that she already knew. “I see. You don’t care if somebody buys this and has the seepage.”

      “Sorcerer?” the woman asked in a shocked tone.

      “Something like that,” Jayna said, and she tapped on the enchantment, tracing a quick pattern that caused some of the power to dissipate from it. At least it wouldn’t explode in the street that way. Not that there was much danger anyway, as there wasn’t that much power in the enchantment in the first place, but any power that exploded could give sorcery a bad name. Now that she was a part of the Society, she had to do her part to ensure that others didn’t give them a bad name. At least now that she had cleansed the Sul’toral influence from the Society.

      “I have my permits with the Society,” the woman said.

      “I’m sure you do, but the Society is reviewing all granted permits and licenses.”

      At least, they were now. Or they would be. Jayna had not really come out here to test enchantments. Char was right; she had come out here because she wanted something that would remind her of Eva and perhaps give her greater insight into what had happened to her friend and where she had gone. In the last three months, Eva had been silent. She missed her grumpy friend. And she hated how she felt as if she needed to be doing something for her and had not yet done it.

      “And you are?”

      “A concerned member of the Society,” Jayna said. She held out her hand briefly, showing the marker for the Society.

      The woman’s eyes widened, and she took a step back.

      Only then did Jayna realize that she had held out the wrong hand. She had revealed her Toral ring.

      “Don’t be like that,” Jayna snapped. “Just take your belongings, make sure that you seal off the enchantments, and if you really need to sell explosives,” she went on, shaking her head since no one really needed to sell explosives. However, Jayna had certainly taken advantage of enchanters willing to make that sale, “do so in a responsible way.”

      She turned away, slipping through the market, and frowning absently. What sort of way would be responsible when it came to explosive enchantments? She couldn’t even fathom anything that would truly fit that label. Maybe it would be better if she were to have said nothing.

      She wandered through the market and kept looking at various stands, noting the different enchantments. She had borrowed Char’s knowledge about enchantment detection, and used that to help her pick up on the various types that were here. It was a simple matter to trace the different kinds of enchantments. The spell wasn’t even that difficult. It was just another aspect of layering together knowledge so that she could build a pattern, essentially a language, which permitted her to recognize various concepts.

      “Come on, Jayna,” Char’s voice repeatedly said through the linking spell. “You’re ignoring me.”

      “I’m not ignoring you,” she said.

      “Just come to the Society House.”

      “I need to check on Jonathan,” she said.

      “From what I’ve heard, he’s preoccupied.”

      Jayna breathed out slowly. “I know he is.”

      “You don’t mind that he’s taking jobs in the city again?”

      She smiled to herself. That was one diversion that she was more than happy to have a hand in. Having Jonathan as a diversion had truly allowed her to move past Eva’s absence, at least for a little while. “He’s doing something important.”

      “Stealing?”

      “It’s really what he’s stealing that’s important,” she said.

      “What don’t you mind him stealing?”

      “Not what, but who, and it’s from someone dangerous.”

      There was a moment of silence. Jayna had stopped on the street corner, and there was a crowd near the entrance to a tavern not far from here that drew her attention. Had Eva been here, she would have guided Eva to a place like that, or perhaps they would’ve preferred a tavern not quite so busy, as Eva generally liked quieter establishments where she could sit and drink her wine without worrying about anybody interrupting her.

      “Do I even want to know?”

      “Don’t worry about it. There are certain things that I’m still tasked with.”

      “He hasn’t even been reaching out to you, Jayna.”

      He meant Ceran. “But he will,” she said.

      Maybe that was part of her agitation as well. Not only was it Eva’s absence, but Ceran’s absence kept getting to her. She needed to help her friend, but she felt as if she had to go after Ceran and had not uncovered any evidence of where he was. There simply was nothing to suggest what the others had done to him or how they had managed to imprison him. Despite every attempt that she made to reach out to Ceran, he was quiet to her. And that, as much as anything, had her on edge, because Ceran had never been this silent. There was still the connection through the Toral ring, and the sense of power that flowed in it, giving her the awareness of him and his power, but nothing more.

      “While you’re waiting, come back to the Society house,” he urged.

      “Fine,” she said.

      “Why do you sound so annoyed?”

      “It’s not with you. It’s more with the situation, and to be honest, it’s also with the King.”

      “There it is,” Char said.

      “You knew.”

      “I know there is a bit of political gamesmanship going on in the palace. Rumors have started to spread.”

      “Well, I don’t really care for any political gamesmanship,” Jayna said.

      “Oh, I know.”

      “I’d much rather just blast her and keep her from trying to pull this on me.”

      “So do it.”

      It was Jayna’s turn to pause, as she turned on the street, wandering past the tavern, and glancing into it briefly. “You’re giving me permission to attack a member of the Society?”

      “I’m permitting you to deal with threat to you. But then again, I’m not exactly sure you need my permission.”

      “No,” she agreed.

      “But I would caution you to at least consider whether this is an actual threat, or if this is really more a matter of your own struggles with her.”

      “It is an actual issue,” she said.

      “I believe it. I just want you to recognize you might be a bit biased.”

      She paused at the tavern and glanced inside, noticing a minstrel playing. That was the reason for the crowd. The minstrel was playing at a rapid tempo, and most of the people inside the tavern were dancing, clapping, and singing along to the minstrel. There was an overwhelming sense of activity, along with an energy that was there, that left her feeling as if she were drawn into the tavern, so that she could check it out, perhaps have a drink, and even think about Eva a little bit less.

      “Fine, I’m biased,” she said. “Now, do you mind concluding your conversation? I’m getting a little tired and might have to stop and get a drink.”

      “What you need to be doing is coming here.”

      He fell silent, and she pushed the barricade back in place, sealing him off and resuming the quiet. She figured that in doing so, she could keep him from hearing her, and hopefully, she could keep him from detecting her thoughts. She wasn’t sure if it would work, as he had grown increasingly skilled with adjusting the linking spell.

      She continued her way through the market while debating whether she’d get a drink as she’d claimed before deciding against it. She wasn’t sure if she was going to find anything more than what she already had.

      Still, if he had come up with anything that might help her understand what had happened to Eva, she thought that she needed to do it, as she wanted to help her friend as much as she could, even if that involved dealing with the Society more directly than she had been in quite some time.

      She looked over to the palace in distance as she turned away. Political gamesmanship. That was what she had referred to it as, but it was more than that. Karina had been a pain for her. And it was incredibly difficult for her to find a way to work with the other woman, even though that was what the King wanted from her. And yet, she couldn’t fully blame her, as she thought Karina really did want to work on behalf of the kingdom, even though she did so in ways that seemed as if she were trying to get closer and closer to the throne.

      In the distance, she caught sight of the hint of what the enchanters of the city called a facade. It was a magical illusion, little more than that, and it stretched off in the distance to conceal someone. It was a simple matter to dismiss it, if that was what she wanted to do, though Jayna didn’t need to do so. In her case, all she wanted to do was see through it. This one was relatively skillfully made and had more complex layers than usual.

      And she cast a quick spell, borrowing again from the knowledge that Char had taught her, layering together a sequence of what amounted to magical letters that allowed her to craft a spell that she could use to be able to see beyond the facade.

      There was only one reason that she did it: so, she could see if that was Jonathan. The King had requested that Jayna get involved in a dispute with one of the wealthy landowners, something Jayna had been reluctant to do, but for her to keep it from Karina, Jayna had intervened. This particular job had been a bit challenging to arrange, partly because Jonathan had been bothered by this landowner before and wanted revenge.

      And there he was now. He was still the same man as he had been the last time she’d seen him, tall, powerful, and intimidating—even for her. Now he had something of a haunted expression in his eyes that she could spot from a distance. Time in prison had given him that gift, she suspected.

      What is he doing?

      Jayna slipped along the street, staying in the shadows. She didn’t have to work very hard to create her own facade, though it was a bit more complicated. What Jayna did now created a layer of power that she swept over herself, wrapping it in such a way that she could hold it around her to hide within. When she was satisfied, it wasn’t going to reveal her presence; only then did she move forward.

      Jonathan was following someone. It was with a younger woman, the facade holder, and he was talking to her. She thought that she might be able to add another spell so that she could listen to her brother, but she didn’t want to do that. In this case, she wanted nothing more than to see that he was well.

      After all the time that he’d been away, the time that it had turned out that he had been in prison, Jayna wanted to make sure he was still safe. And each time she checked in on him, she found that he was, but she still wished she could do more for him.

      “If you’d like, I can keep an eye on him for you,” a voice said from a distance.

      Jayna spun and immediately prepared a starburst spell, but she didn’t unleash it.

      “William, do you really need to do that?”

      He was a tall man with a fit build and was always well-dressed, much as he is today. There was an air of mystery about him, though some of that came from his unique connection to power. She wasn’t sure that she fully understood it yet, as she had not experienced anybody with the ability to disrupt magic so well before William.

      “Why? Just because I can sneak up on you?”

      “I don’t like it,” she said.

      “That is even more reason for me to do it. You keep watching him.”

      “I didn’t actually come looking for him this time. I just happened upon him.”

      “I’ve been keeping tabs on him, as you requested.”

      She had hated that she had to ask it of Williams, but given her service to the King, and everything that she had done to help protect the city and the crown, she had been given a measure of flexibility, including William’s willingness to look out for her brother while Jayna was off doing other things. That included searching for Eva, though William had made it clear that he was interested in going with her, though she had kept him from that.

      “I just want to make sure he doesn’t fall back into that lifestyle again,” she said softly.

      “So, you guide him into it?”

      She shrugged. “He can’t know that he’s been guided completely.”

      “What does he know?”

      “Oh, he knows I nudged him a bit to deal with Vileforn,” she said, mentioning the name of the landowner that the King had an issue with, “but I wonder if he realized the reason behind it.”

      William joined her, standing on the corner of the street and looking across it with her. “He stopped the bloodshed.”

      “And he kept the Society out of it.” Truth be told, Jayna wasn’t sure the Society would’ve been able to have much of a role in a large-scale battle if it had come down to it. Since the Fates were no longer leading the city, and a council now ran the Society, Jayna did not know if it would even be possible. They were trying to reorganize the Society’s structure, keeping them safe while rooting out any other dark sorcerers—most importantly, the Sul’toral.

      “So why don’t you tell him?”

      “Jonathan needs to see that he does things for himself,” she said, watching as her brother disappeared around the corner. “It’s enough that he’s here, I think.”

      “That’s enough?”

      “Well,” she said, turning back to William, “it’s more than that, but it’s also hard to explain. We weren’t always close when I was growing up. When he went missing, I wanted to find him and help him, but partly it was because I felt like I had let him down. He had always wanted me to work with him. I always declined, choosing instead to do what I wanted after the Academy….”

      “You felt like you had left him to his fate.” William started to laugh. “A thief will find his own fate.”

      “I know, but in this case, I don’t think the fate that befell him was one he deserved.”

      “He served his sentence.”

      “And he’s reformed,” Jayna said.

      William looked over, arching a brow, but didn’t challenge that assertion. Jayna appreciated that about him. For her part, she didn’t know whether Jonathan was reformed, as it was entirely possible, he had not fully recovered from what he had been doing and might still be actively engaged in his thieving lifestyle. But for now, she was reassured by the fact that he had taken steps to help protect the city. So, in some regards, what she had given was a bit of a test. And she had also ensured that he had ended up rich from it, which meant he didn’t necessarily need to steal. What came next would be up to her brother.

      “Are you returning to the palace? There’s some conversation about an activity to the south, and my brother would like your counsel on the matter.”

      “What’s going on in the south?”

      “Only the gods know. The El’aras have been moving, and there’s evidence of more sorcery in places that had not been before, and with the Sul’toral attacks….” He shook his head before shrugging. “I suspect you know more about it than we do.”

      It was possible. The El’aras movement was tied to what Gavin Lorren, the Chain Breaker, had been doing, though she didn’t know all the details about that. And the Sul’toral had been quiet as far as she could tell. That didn’t mean that they were gone, only that the threat they posed seemed to have abated for a little while.

      It gave her time to think about some of the other things she could and should be doing. Other than Eva’s absence, she also needed to find and free Ceran. Once she did that, then what?

      “I’m heading toward the Society House right now, but I’m happy to stop in and visit with you later.”

      “You have to come by from time to time, you realize. Otherwise, she’s going to keep influencing him.”

      “Later,” Jayna snapped, but she didn’t mean it, and she knew William knew that.

      “I could go with you.”

      It was a nice offer. William was always willing to help, especially now that Jayna had proven herself—and her willingness to help the kingdom—to him. “I’ll meet you later today. How does that sound?”

      He watched her with an expression of concern in his eyes. “It sounds like you still don’t know what you need to be doing.”

      She sighed. “I understand what I need to do, but I just don’t know how to do it.”

      “Well, if you come up with any answers, let me know.”

      He slipped away, disappearing from view faster than she could follow, and yet she suspected he was out there and watching, even though she couldn’t see him. But she didn’t mind. Not with William, and not with him helping, as she knew he was.

      Some of her issues came from knowing she couldn’t accomplish what she needed inside the city of Ishan. Finding Eva and Ceran would take her from here.

      How would William react then? How would Char?
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      The Society House had changed quite a bit when Jayna was in the city. It now seemed to have a certain level of energy to it she couldn’t quite explain, though some of that change came from what she had done and her influence on the Society House itself. Some of it came from the fact that much within the Society had started to change, especially lately, so the structure of the Society was different.

      Char greeted her at the door, wearing the flowing maroon robes of the Society and twisting the ring of the new Society council. His hair had been shorn close to his skull, revealing a scar she had not known he’d had before. He had several jewelry pieces on him, including a large necklace, and several rings that she suspected were enchantments. Strange that Char would feel the need to use enchantments. “You could have opened yourself to me.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” she said. She had revealed her presence just as she had passed through the wall, though some of that had been unintentional. The protections around the wall leading up to the Society House were designed to strip away additional power and remove any additional magic so anyone who approached couldn’t surprise others.

      “The fun is in you, not surprise me.”

      Char waved her inside, Jayna following him, and headed to a room near the back of the Society House. It was a massive library, but not the largest of the libraries within the Society House. Another secondary library was situated on a lower level that was far more restricted. At least it was until Jayna removed the Fates from the Society.

      “Why here?”

      “I like it in here,” he said, and he took a seat at the chair with a table next to it and waved for her to join him at another nearby chair. “It’s cozy, don’t you think?”

      “I prefer sitting in a tavern,” she muttered.

      He flinched at her. “I know you don’t really.”

      “You don’t know that. And it’s not like I mind a tavern. It’s just that I’d rather have Eva there with me.”

      “She always drank too much wine,” Char said.

      “She was medicating herself,” she said.

      “Is that what you want to call it?”

      Jayna shrugged. “I imagine that’s what Eva would call it.”

      She laughed at the idea, much like she laughed at the thought of what Eva would say about her coming to the Society House and having a seat in the library, having access to all of the spell books where she wouldn’t be restricted from taking anything. Then again, Jayna no longer needed the spell books to know how to perform specific spells. For anything complicated she wanted to know, she simply had to connect to Char, delve into his thoughts, and then it was a simple matter for her to use those to find a pattern that could work. She didn’t do that very often and tried to avoid doing it without him knowing, but from time to time, that had proven necessary.

      “You were saying about her?”

      “I hadn’t really said anything about her. I did find something, though.”

      “I’ve been following the pits,” she said. “Even if I could get through the barricade that’s now formed, I don’t even know if they lead anywhere.”

      “I think they do,” he said. He grabbed the book that was sitting on the table next to him and held it out. “These are old, so treat them carefully, if you don’t mind.”

      He handed her the book, and Jayna pulled it open. It was a massive, leather-bound volume with a series of symbols etched on the cover of it. Jayna didn’t need to test the symbols for her to know that they were meant for preservation. She could feel that emanating from it, almost as if those symbols were designed to ensure that anybody who handled the book would not get the oils from their fingers onto the surface of it, or perhaps even something more, so their magic didn’t cause any damage to it. That level of power, and the ancient nature of it—as Jayna could feel that there was an age to it that was greater than what she had ever felt in a book before—suggested that it was incredibly potent.

      “What is this?”

      “I’ve been looking through the archives. I’ve found quite a few different unique books. I’ve been trying to see if I can find anything that references the Sul’toral. Ever since learning that the Sul’toral founded the library and the Society, it has me searching for other possible answers, but unfortunately, I’m not finding them. These books are a record of that time, or at least as far as I can tell are a record of a time similar to that and seemed to carry a bit of power to them that I think we need to understand.”

      Jayna flipped through the pages. She didn’t understand the writing on the pages, as it was written in an ancient language and in a tight script that made it difficult for her to follow, but as she traced her finger along the surface, she had a very vague sense of a pattern here, which suggested to her that this was not just any straightforward language.

      “You detect it, don’t you?”

      “There’s power in this, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “You just have to follow the writing. Eventually, you’ll start to feel what’s here.”

      “And you have?”

      “There’s a pattern here. It took me a while to uncover it, but the more you read through it, the more you can uncover it, and eventually, it starts to fall together for you. That’s what I want you to see.”

      Jayna looked up at Char and glowered at him. “Can’t you just share with me what you uncovered?”

      “At some point, at least, you’re going to need to do the work yourself. How else are you going to learn?”

      “I was sort of hoping that I wouldn’t have to spend hours trying to analyze some ancient book and that my friend who has a bit more time than me would be able to help.”

      “How do I have more time than you?”

      She froze.

      There was a time when she could’ve countered that assertion quite easily, but in the time since Eva had departed, she no longer knew for sure. “You have made your point,” she said softly.

      “I didn’t say it to upset you,” he said. “I’m just trying to imply that….”

      “I understand you’re trying to imply that I no longer have a purpose now that my mentor is gone.”

      “Was he just a mentor?”

      “What else would he be?” Jayna asked.

      “I don’t know. Your connection to him is… unusual.”

      “Because he’s a Sul’toral.”

      “Well, that’s the other thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “What?” Jayna closed the book, setting it on her lap, and traced her fingers over the leather surface while feeling for the power within it. She was unable to detect much of anything there. “Are you trying to tell me now that Ceran isn’t a Sul’toral? Because if you are, then all of your concern about my dark magic was unnecessary,” she said, adopting a foreboding tone that she had previously used to mock his fear of her. Char nodded. “It was unnecessary. And I know that. I don’t need to keep telling you that, I think. Or maybe I do. I can keep apologizing, as it seems like that’s what you want from me, but that’s not the point of this.”

      “Then what is the point?” she asked.

      “The point,” he said, turning to her and sighing, “is we know of a dozen Sul’toral. Everything I have found in my research suggests that there were a dozen powerful first sorcerers, and we have identified them as the Sul’toral. And if that’s the case, where does Ceran fit in?”

      “He worked against them. He was exiled.”

      “There’s another possibility that we need to consider.”

      “That is?” The idea that Char, of all people, would help her with Ceran surprised her, though maybe it shouldn’t have.

      “He was never one of them,” he whispered.

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I don’t really know. I can say that Ceran was, or is, I don’t want to imply that he’s gone,” he added hurriedly, “something different than the Sul’toral we’ve faced.”

      Jayna had a memory of the time when Ceran had appeared to her differently than he had at times and had referred to him by another name, one that suggested he was filled with a different kind of power. And if that was what he was, what did it mean for him, and her, and her connection to him?

      “So if he’s not a Sul’toral, then you’re implying I’m not a Toral.”

      “I don’t know what I’m implying, only that I think your connection to Ceran is a bit more complicated than he had let on before, and perhaps even more complicated than you want to acknowledge.”

      Jayna sat holding the book and looking down at it. She twisted the Toral ring on her finger, tracing her fingertip along the surface of it, feeling the cool energy of the Toral ring and the bloodstone that was worked into it. There was power there, though she tried not to reach for that same power as often as she had before. Increasingly, Jayna had not needed to do so, now that she had access through Char.

      “I need to find him,” she said, looking up. “He worked against the Sul’toral. I don’t know why, and I don’t know what that meant, only that he was working on behalf of good.”

      “Or he was working on behalf of himself,” Char said. “I am not trying to be contrary….”

      “That’s exactly what you’re trying to be.”

      “Fine. I’m trying to be contrary, but I’m trying to do it so that you consider the possibility that everything isn’t quite as you believed and that other possibilities exist. Especially regarding the kind of power he provided you with.”

      Jayna set the book down on the table next to him. “I could just reach into your mind through the linking spell and figure out what you found here.”

      “You wouldn’t do that.” Char sighed. “The book is old, and I think it predates the Sul’toral, and it speaks of different kinds of power. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

      “What other kind of power?”

      She could easily imagine a book that described the Ashara and their fiery magic, but from what she felt coming off of Char, she suspected that there was something else, something different and perhaps more worrisome to him than just the Ashara.

      “Are you talking about El’aras, or are we talking about something more?”

      “Maybe older than that,” he said, shaking his head and looking down at the book, “but, again, I don’t really know.”

      She sat quietly for a few moments, watching him, and trying to make sense of what he was saying. Older than the El’aras? In these lands, there wasn’t much that was older than the El’aras. The city itself had been founded by them, much like others had been, including Nelar. Those cities were some of the oldest that Jayna had visited. Then again, while traveling with Ceran, she hadn’t visited many cities. She’d been focused more on trying to chase down dark creatures, rather than trying to hunt down places where she could relax.

      “Your theory is that somehow Ceran is tied to a power older than what we know.”

      “It’s what you told me, Jayna. You mentioned he was something different, right?” Char looked down at the book that he was holding. “I just wanted to give you the possibility that maybe there was something he might be that was different than Sul’toral.” Char looked up at her, holding her gaze for a moment. “Maybe he’s different than what we know and believe. If we can understand what it is and how he’s different, you might be able to….” He shook his head, shrugging. “Well, I just don’t know.”

      “Not Sul’toral?”

      The idea that Ceran wasn’t Sul’toral had never even occurred to her. Ever since she’d started working with him, being given the Toral ring, she had believed that he was Sul’toral. But the other Sul’toral that she had met was different than Ceran. And the Toral that served them was different.

      What if Ceran was not like them? Then again, he wasn’t like them, but the challenge was that she wasn’t sure how different he was, nor did she know what it meant for her.

      “Again,” Char started, “I’m merely offering new possibilities and want you to have the chance to decide how much of this you will believe.” He looked over the book at her. “I’m sorry I ever thought you were a dark sorcerer.”

      “Maybe I am a dark sorcerer,” she said. She twisted the Toral ring on her finger, feeling the smooth surface of the stone, though now it was covered by bloodstone, giving it a different feel than it had when she’d first received it. In the time she had acquired it, learning how to connect to the power within the ring—a power that connected her through Ceran—she had come to realize that the ring itself was just a link to something greater. The bloodstone augmented that link somehow. Not in a way that she understood, though. “I do feel darkness every time I call upon that power.”

      It had taken a long time—and lots of practice—to know how to balance that power so that she didn’t get consumed by it. Now she felt as if she knew how to avoid the power that attempted to overwhelm her when it came on, learning to tilt toward the light when the darkness threatened her.

      “But you don’t let it consume you,” Char answered. “If you did, then….” He started to smile, and Jayna looked up, waiting for him to finish but realizing he was trying to make some sort of joke.

      “You think you could handle me?”

      He sat up. “Don’t be like that.”

      “No. I want to know. Do you think you could handle me?”

      “Maybe once, but not anymore. If it came down to dealing with you, I’d have to get the council together. I will be honest that I don’t really have much interest in doing that because I don’t know how difficult it is going to be to deal with you.”

      She snorted. “More difficult than you know,” she said. She got to her feet. “I’m going to go take a look at the smoking pits again.”

      “There hasn’t been any activity around them in weeks,” Char said.

      “I know.”

      “So this is all about Eva?”

      “She needs my help. Even if she doesn’t know it, she needs my help.”

      “What happens if you go after her and the kind of help she needs is beyond you?”

      Jayna stood for a moment, debating how much to tell Char. At this point, she simply didn’t know what she needed to tell him, nor did she know whether he could even understand, as he saw things differently than her.

      “Eva has been with me from the very beginning of the dangers that I’ve encountered. Different dangers than what you can even understand,” she said.

      “I know,” Char said. “And there are things you don’t want to tell me, things you think I can’t really understand, that she’s a part you don’t think I can be a part of. And I understand it. She has a different kind of power.”

      “Maybe an older power than the El’aras,” she said with a smile.

      “Well, I don’t think that’s exactly right. Given what I’ve read about the Ashara and the El’aras and how they have conflicted over time, I suspect they originated around the same time. That’s not to say I understand what kind of power the two different factions have, only that it seems they came around together.” He closed the book, looking up at her. “But if you’re involved with an older power than that, what will happen to those that are newer?”

      “I don’t really see what you’re trying to get at,” she said.

      “I don’t know what I’m trying to get at either,” Char said. “Only that it seems to me that there’s something different taking place, something more than you understand. I guess I want you to take the time you need to ensure you have answers before you go charging in and causing some new disruption, causing greater danger, and….”

      Jayna patted him on the arm. “I’m not going to involve the Society in anything that it can’t handle.”

      “That’s not what I was getting at.”

      “No? It seems to me that you were more concerned about what’s going to happen to the Society and its expectations than you were about what I need.”

      “Jayna…”

      She headed to the door and paused there momentarily, turning, and looking back to Char. “I will not put the Society into any situation it should not be a part of. Do you want me to make a spell oath?”

      Char looked at her for a long moment, his eyes dark, but there was a tug on the linking spell between them, a connection that seemed to draw between them, as if Char were trying to summon something more. As she focused, she realized he intended to try to invade her thoughts, something she could not permit.

      She built a wall in her mind.

      It had taken her time to learn how to do that, but now that she understood the concept, something that was little more than fortifying the linking spell and ceiling it off from the rest of her mind, she understood what was involved. It didn’t mean that she severed that linking spell. Jayna didn’t even know if that was possible any longer, as the linking spell had been with her from the very beginning and had allowed her to better understand magic. More than that, she felt there were times when she might need that linking spell, partly because it might permit her to have access to power, she wouldn’t have otherwise. She didn’t want to sever that connection out of fear that, at some point, she might come to need it again.

      “Don’t be like that,” Char said.

      “I don’t need you to dig,” she said.

      “What if I did the same thing?”

      She smiled tightly. “I don’t know if you can hold me back.”

      She stepped out of the room, went out of the Society House, and headed back out into the street. Once there, she took a deep breath and couldn’t help but feel as if she needed to do something, but she was not sure what it was. She tested her connection to Ceran, but the connection remained distant. Despite every attempt to try to summon more power, Jayna could not feel anything more. He remained quiet.

      But the coldness, the energy that came through Ceran, lingered within her.

      All she had to do was to focus, and Jayna could find it, draw upon it, and use that power. The problem, as she saw it, was that when she tried to call upon that power, she ran into different limitations when she tried to call upon that power. Not just with Ceran’s power, but with an emptiness there, as if some part had been separated from her, severing the connection know why that should have been.

      Ceran was missing. Eva was missing.

      And Jayna didn’t know who to go after first.
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      The dark magic off in the distance drew Jayna’s attention, and it began to build around her in a way she couldn’t quite shake. It had been a while since she had felt the tight constriction of magic that she now felt, but her ring began to squeeze on her finger. There was a distinct sense in the way it squeezed, constricting around her finger, and had an energy to it she could feel mixing with her Toral connection, as if some aspect of her ring, and the magic within it, demanded her attention.

      She wished she didn’t have to do this alone, hating that she had to venture out here this way by herself, without having an opportunity to call to Ceran as she once did, but at the same time, there was some part of this assignment that left her feeling almost relieved at having some aspect of work that felt normal. For so long, this was what she had been doing. For so long, she had chased dark magic, whether dark creatures or sorcerers, that it didn’t matter, since it had been all she had ever done.

      Lately, though, there had not been as many dark creatures as there once. Maybe it stemmed from the fact that the pits had closed, and there had been some energy within those pits that had been dangerous, drawing dark creatures to it, but now that the pits were sealed off to them, there was no further evidence of dark creatures the way that there had been.

      Why now?

      She didn’t think this was Ceran attempting to reach her, though there was a part of Jayna that hoped it might be. She had attempted to call him, using the connection she had through the Toral ring, but had not been able to get through to him. Before she’d lost the connection to him, she had even placed a linking spell on him so she could try to find him again, but it had failed. Ever since Lartial had gone into the strange pits, and Eva had gone after him, she had not found anything to suggest any trace of Ceran’s power, though Jayna believed there had to be some residual aspect of him out there. As far as she knew, Lartial had not succeeded in stealing his power, though he had wanted to. He had, however, managed to hold him.

      She looked into the darkness. Why did dark creatures always attack at night? It didn’t seem fair. They had dangerous magic, and yet they almost always seemed to come in the darkness where it was ever more difficult for her to fight them. She crafted a quick starburst spell, sending a streamer of light shooting up from her. Her control over this pattern was far superior to what it had been only a short while ago, partly because of the practice that she had used it, and partly because there had been some refinement to her understanding of the power that had come through her connection to the Society council.

      Jayna followed the constriction of the ring on her finger, feeling for that energy as it continued to guide her away from the city. She didn’t have to go far before she found a rocky hillside. Much to the west of Ishan was mountainous, and she had been drawn toward the foothills, where the rock could hide anything.

      Another starburst pattern, and she saw a scurry of movement.

      She wasn’t sure what it was, though it seemed to be only a few dozen feet from her.

      It would be a simple thing for her to attack, but Jayna didn’t like the idea of attacking without knowing what it was. She had done plenty of that, and at this point, she felt it was more sensible for her to take an opportunity to try to understand first. Besides, there was always the possibility that it wasn’t the dark creature that called her out here and was instead something that was merely darkish.

      She had to stop thinking like that.

      There was another reason she no longer liked coming out here alone. She had traveled with Eva for so long, and the two of them had worked together to deal with dark creatures. Without Eva, it wasn’t as if Jayna couldn’t handle many of these dark creatures, but there certainly was something to be said about having her presence, and her ability, so that Jayna could deal with some of the dark creatures more effectively.

      She angled the starburst pattern outward, shooting sparks in a spiraling pattern streaking away from her. As it did, she began to feel something more flowing from her, but now there was something else to it. She wasn’t sure what it was other than that it struck her as potent.

      That was just perfect.

      What potent power was out here that she would have to deal with?

      At least it gave her a purpose, didn’t it?

      And that was what she wanted. She had gone to the Academy, thinking she would become a sorcerer, and had left to chase dark magic after her parents died. Having been given the opportunity by Ceran to chase dark magic had given her a sense of purpose, one that Jayna had increasingly felt as if she needed to have. Now…

      What was she?

      She hadn’t said anything to Char or William about her concern, but that was a large part of why she struggled so much. Jayna no longer knew what she was going to be. What did it mean for her if Ceran were gone, and she no longer had her Sul’toral—or whatever was—connection? She had her Toral ring, and the power granted her, but Jayna did not know what she would do if there were no more Ceran.

      The starburst pattern created a slithering movement, and Jayna added another and another, illuminating what looked like a field of slithering creatures, all of them seemingly tainted with dark power.

      This, at least, was something she could handle.

      She threw herself into the attack.
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      She was tired when she returned to the palace. She had even sustained a few cuts, though it was nothing she couldn’t heal on her own, especially given that Char had demonstrated a few techniques she could use upon herself. Jayna had even done so on the walk, taking care of some of the more significant wounds she had endured, and ignoring the others that would heal on their own.

      When she reached the palace, a few of the servants looked in her direction, saw her bloodied jacket, then turned away. She smiled at that. She already had a bit of a reputation in the palace, as she had been responsible for killing the advisor who had come before her, and she knew that rumor had spread throughout the palace, leaving plenty of others to gossip about what she had done and why she had done it, for her to gain her position, but Jayna didn’t care.

      She started up the stairs when she nearly ran into King Lodeth.

      He cocked his head, raising an eyebrow at her. “I haven’t seen you in quite some time, Jayna. You look… interesting.”

      “Dark creatures. Some sort of snake. It was just off to the west of the city.”

      His brows furrowed. “Dark creatures? That is unfortunate. I am certainly thankful that we have you here in the kingdom to handle things like that, though I do wonder if you are required to deal with all of them yourself or if there might be others who could handle them so that you could be freed up for more important duties.”

      Jayna was tempted to tell him she was the only one who could handle dark creatures, but that wasn’t necessarily even true. While she was probably the most competent at dealing with dark creatures, as she had the most experience with it, the Society council had begun to form one arm that was dedicated to dealing with dark creatures and their eradication. Maybe that was why Jayna had not had nearly as much activity to deal with lately. She hated to think that she had become useless.

      But perhaps she had.

      “There are others,” she acknowledged.

      “Then perhaps you can take on a bit more responsibility here. I’ve been pushing to involve you more, as I’m sure William has told you. I know Karina has her uses, but….” He leaned close, dropping his voice. “I feel she is still tied to the old ways.”

      Jayna wasn’t sure whether she should speak up against Karina, or if this was some sort of a test, as she certainly was not politically savvy. Unfortunately for her. There were plenty of times when Jayna wished she had more understanding of how to navigate things in the political realm, as too often she found herself saying or doing something that was taken the wrong way by somebody who had their own strong opinion—and influence—and caused problems for her.

      “Karina serves the throne,” Jayna said.

      “Of course she does,” he said, waving his hand. “As do you. At least, I like to think that you do. Sometimes I’m not entirely sure what you serve. Though from what William tells me, I know who you serve.”

      He said it with a knowing wink, which only irritated her. Not only because the King knew, but because he said it loudly enough that a pair of servants hiding behind him must’ve overheard, which would only reveal to others within the palace that she had some master she had to deal with, which would put her into another precarious situation.

      “As I said, I serve the Society and the throne,” she said, making a point of keeping her voice raised so that those behind him could hear.

      “Of course. If you don’t mind, I would like to speak to you about a few things. Is now a terrible time? I realize you probably want to get changed, but I could have some of my servants fetch water for you to clean up with, and perhaps a bottle of wine, though I understand that you have been exploring my wine cellar.”

      “You never told me it was off-limits,” she said.

      “No. Perhaps I should add some restrictions because you tend to favor expensive vintages. I can’t help but wonder how you acquired a taste like that.” He flashed a smile, which Jayna understood was his way of trying to probe, but she didn’t take the bait. “I’m sure there’s a story there.”

      “I’m sure,” she agreed.

      She couldn’t even argue with him at this point and decided it might be better if she went with him, and so they descended the stairs, heading down a side hall until they reached a quiet study. The plush carpet was far too nice for her dirty boots, as was the leather chair that Lodeth pointed for her to take a seat in. He grabbed an enchantment, tossed it in the hearth, and flames began to crackle. She didn’t know if they were real flames at first or whether they were simply enchantments until she began to feel the heat radiating from them. She suspected they were true flames, as an enchantment like that would be incredibly potent.

      Then again, this was Lodeth; he would have resources almost no one else in the kingdom would have. He took a seat next to her and looked over. “I understand you have been a bit aimless.”

      “Have I?”

      “Don’t deny it. William does share things with me, as his brother, you see. Ever since Lartial betrayed us….” He shook his head. “I thought I could trust that one. He trained our family well. Especially given what he lost, I never thought he would’ve betrayed another family.”

      That piqued Jayna’s interest. “What did Lartial lose?”

      “William didn’t tell you? Perhaps it never came up. Lartial lost his family before he came to serve my own. I think it was what prompted him to join us. Given his potential, and the techniques he had access to, he was quite valuable to us, so we didn’t question it. Perhaps we should have.”

      “I didn’t know,” she said.

      But more than that, she couldn’t help but wonder if Ceran had known. Lartial had served Ceran, so there was a possibility that Ceran had used the same technique that he had used to recruit Jayna, drawing upon a previous loss to bring her into the fold. And with what she knew about Ceran, she couldn’t help but feel as if he would do something like that.

      “I don’t know that it matters. Not anymore. He’s gone. No longer a threat.”

      “We don’t know that,” she said. When Lodeth looked up, holding her gaze for a moment while turning to take a glass of wine from a servant who had suddenly joined them, he frowned at her. Jayna waited a moment until the servant handed her a glass of wine, and she took a sip of the pink liquid. It was sweet. She preferred hers dry and couldn’t help but wonder if the King knew this and was in some way getting back at her for her freedom in his cellars. “All we know is that he disappeared into the pits. We don’t know where the pit goes, or whether he died once he reached it.”

      “Of course, he’s gone,” Lodeth said. “He would have returned by now if he were not. And from what I understand, those pits have been sealed off. The Society has ensured that they were secured, and nothing else has come through.” He smiled and seemingly had no idea just how much that bothered Jayna. “Which is why it is good that I have an opportunity to talk to you now. I would like to discuss your possibility of pursuing a different sort of danger.”

      “What is it?”

      “How do you feel about the El’aras?”

      It was a strange question, but she knew that quite a few people in the kingdom did not care for the El’aras. Many even viewed them as subhuman, even though they had a natural and intrinsic power that probably made them more potent than sorcerers. Jayna didn’t have much experience with them personally, other than rumors that she had heard, along with fighting next to one man who she had later learned was of El’aras descent.

      “My feelings are probably the same as most,” she said, hedging her bets about how to answer.

      “Are they? I’m surprised that you would have any sort of reluctance with them, seeing as how you have fought with one. A man who has gained some renown, I believe.”

      “Fine,” she said, realizing that she wasn’t going to be able to keep things from Lodeth, though she had really known that. “I have a bit of experience with some of the El’aras, but I don’t feel as if they should be treated the way they are. If you intend to send me against the El’aras, I’m afraid you’re going to need to find somebody else for that mission.” And, she didn’t add, she might actively work against anything he decided to do. He probably knew that, which was probably some sort of a test.

      “I don’t expect you to go after the El’aras. It’s just that there has been some movement recently. I was hoping you might take a look into it. Most within the Society I would ask, would take a bit of a negative view about the El’aras, and I don’t have any interest in inciting a war.”

      “That’s probably for the best.”

      “Exactly. But with your experience and reputation, I thought you might serve as an excellent emissary. That is if you can find them. The El’aras can be quite difficult if they don’t want to be found.”

      “And once I do find them?” Jayna had little doubt that she could find them, as it wasn’t as if people could simply disappear. At least, most of the time.

      “I simply want you to understand why they are moving. Discover that, report back, and we can decide together what our next step will be.”

      “I will not attack the El’aras on your behalf.”

      “And I’m not asking that of you.”

      She took a drink of her wine. It really was too sweet. Eva would be so disappointed in her.

      But she didn’t have Eva. She didn’t have Ceran. And the Society seemed to be handling things quite well without her.

      Why not take Lodeth’s job?

      She served him already, so this was just one more way.

      “I will see what I can find.”

      “Excellent,” he said, as if it had never been in doubt.

      And maybe it never had been.
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      Jayna approached the pit at the far side of the city carefully and slowly, though there wasn’t any real danger here. The Society had sealed it off, making sure nothing else could come through, and had begun to fill in the opening with a specific kind of power that Jayna didn’t even comprehend. It was something that had been a combination of different spells, drawing upon the power of several of the different members of the new council, and binding it in a way that would close off the pit. That pit had been designed to open up some sort of a portal that Eva had gone through.

      As she approached, the steam that started to linger from the pit continued to swirl around and gave off a hint of power. Jayna had learned to find that power, and could easily feel it, even if she didn’t understand the source of it. In this case, the source was something beyond what she had experienced and beyond what even Char’s connection shared with her.

      Toral connection, she suspected. At least, that was what she had believed, as it had been formed by those who had served Ceran at one point before. They had separated from him, but had chased a different kind of power, and had allowed themselves to pursue dark magic, which, Jayna hated to admit, was what she feared for herself.

      But fearing a thing didn’t mean that she was going to become a thing. That was something that she had continued to tell herself, and something that Eva had continually reminded her of, even though Jayna had raised those concerns to her time and again while they were sitting in their home, having a glass of wine, or even just sitting and talking. In all that time, Jayna had come to fear that she might become dark, that she might find a connection to that darkness, and that some part of her might gradually become what she hated.

      So far, she didn’t think it was going to, but when she approached the pit like this, saw the steam rising up, and felt the strange tugging inside of her, a tugging she couldn’t quite explain, she began to question if perhaps there was something more here than what she had known.

      Maybe there was a danger to her. Maybe there was a way for her to become dark, to feel that energy starting to course inside of her, and to begin to find that darkness within her.

      She strode forward, and she could feel the energy around it when she did.

      “I thought I might find you out here again,” William said from nearby. As she often did, there was a sense of emptiness when she attempted to focus her power on him, as he had some way of mitigating magic that she still didn’t fully understand. “You have been doing it more often lately.”

      “I have not,” she said. “Are you out here to follow me or to manage me?”

      At this point, it could be either, as she knew he would do whatever his brother asked of him, even if it meant going against Jayna.

      “I think to offer you a distraction,” he said and turned to the pit. “As I know how I feel when things are strange, and how I want the distraction, knowing that having that is the only way I’m going to be able to keep from going crazy. And I realize there may not be any way for you to stop thinking about this, your friend, and where she went, but I do hope we can work together to find her.”

      Jayna approached the pit. There were a series of enchantments placed around the edge, the original enchantments Eva had obtained that were there to secure it and prevent any other danger from getting into it. There were others, though, the more prominent and powerful magical items. Some of them were just spells placed on the pit itself, rather than any sort of item that had been brought in here.

      She took a deep breath and sent out a quick tracking spell, using some of the knowledge Char had given her to trace power outward, attempting to try to determine whether there was anything here she might be able to draw upon. There wasn’t much. It was muted. Every so often, Jayna thought she might be able to separate strands of power that formed on the opening here, but if she were to do that, she wasn’t sure what would happen.

      “I just don’t know where this brought her,” Jayna said, not looking over at him. “She has left me before and gone off on dangerous journeys, but this feels different. This feels like she left our world.” She shook her head. “I don’t even know what to make of it, whether that’s anything real, or if it’s just my imagination. It’s just that….” She shrugged again. “I can’t help but feel that way.”

      “Oh, maybe you’re right,” he said, and when Jayna looked over, he shrugged. “My brother and I have been trying to make sense of these pits and figure out what they are and where they go. We found something in the archives.”

      “The archives?” Jayna asked, arching a brow at him.

      “You don’t think we know how to read?”

      “Well, that wasn’t really my point.”

      “The archives are extensive. Especially here. This place has long been a part of the Society, but we have also always had a member of the Society serving within the palace, which gives us a measure of access.” He snorted. “This means that books get brought over, and some don’t return.”

      “You’re stealing from the Society?” Jayna started to laugh, and when he didn’t make any sort of reaction expression, she continued to laugh. “Oh, that’s rich. I can’t even imagine what would happen if the Society were to learn that you’ve stolen from them.”

      “As I said, we’ve always had a representative of the Society offering a measure of consultation, as it were, and helping to guide my brother and our family over the years.”

      “And that gives you the justification that you need to steal from the Society?” When he looked over at her, she held her hands up. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to go and report you to the Society, even though I am a member of the Society.”

      “Now,” William said.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Jayna said.

      “I’m just reminding you that your allegiance to the Society is a newer thing.”

      “Well, it’s sort of a fluid thing as well. Anyway, if the archives might help, then I will appreciate it.” And she would, but more than that, she might have to keep that from Char, as much as that pained her. That meant that she might need to keep the linking spell closed off while looking through whatever records they had here, but as she did, she had to think that Char would either grow suspicious, frustrated, or maybe both. “Anyway, what do your archives reveal?”

      “Just that this is meant to tie into someplace beyond.”

      “Beyond here?” The pit had been opened so they could trap Jayna, steal her connection to Ceran, and ultimately try to wrest power from Ceran. “Where would it lead?”

      “That’s just it. We don’t know. It’s old magic. Not Society magic.”

      Old.

      Char’s words came back to her, and she started to wonder how much of what they were dealing with. Char had any idea about, as she didn’t know if Char realized the pits were old. Maybe he did, and if so, it would explain why he had been trying to warn her, but if he didn’t, then was it merely a coincidence, or was there something else at play here?

      Could Ceran be involved?

      There was a time when Jayna had believed that Ceran was involved in everything that happened to her, mostly because he had been trying to find ways to link to her and to force her to follow whatever he wanted, even when he didn’t want to be seen doing that. Increasingly though, Jayna had come to realize there were times Ceran had wanted her to take some action, and had wanted to guide her, but had not wanted to be explicit, wanting her to find her own way. She had started to question if the reason behind that was tied to Ceran himself, or if it was tied to something else that she needed to understand but didn’t have the time to do so.

      “When you come back to the palace, I can show you what we’ve uncovered. Well, not we who have uncovered it. My brother employs several different scholars who comb through these archives. He’s always looking for different ways of maintaining his power.”

      At the mention of scholars, Jayna let up. It reminded her of when she’d been a Nelar and the scholar with whom she had acquainted herself. Telluminder might have been a pain in the butt, but he was useful. And a scholar might know certain things about the Ashara, the El’aras, and maybe even the Sul’toral that she didn’t know or couldn’t find on her own.

      “What kind of a scholar?”

      “An odd one,” William said, shaking his head. “Though aren’t they all?”

      “Well, my friend Char likes to think of himself as something of a scholar.”

      “He’s a member of the Society. They’re permitted to be odd.”

      “Hey, I’m a member of the Society.”

      “And you are odd,” he said, grinning at her.

      She turned away from the pit.

      “That’s it? You’re leaving now?”

      “Oh, you made it clear that I didn’t need to be out here, as there isn’t any way that I’m going to learn anything by staying.”

      “I’m sure you could find some way to test it. You are one of the most powerful sorcerers I’ve ever been around. I would imagine that somebody like yourself would have knowledge and skill and power that you could use to track whatever you want here.”

      She glanced over. “You’d be surprised. About the knowledge part, at least. Power. Skill, sometimes. But the knowledge is something I’m working on.”

      She strode away from William, who let her go, and headed back into the city. Having a chance to talk to William was always a unique situation, partly because she never really understood what he was after. He had proven himself interested in serving the throne, or at least his brother who sat upon it, but there were times when Jayna thought William wanted to help her.

      And, she couldn’t deny that there was an interest on her part, as he was an intriguing man. But she didn’t like being around anybody who could mitigate her magic. That always made her feel a little uncomfortable.

      She wasn’t sure where she was going to go, but she needed to get back to the palace eventually, partly because there had to be something that she could learn from that scholar, and she was tired of waiting around trying to find information. Still, she wandered, heading deeper into the city, and began to feel some part of her brother’s connection to her.

      This section of the city was quiet. Jayna had not spent much time here, though lately, she had been wandering through here more and more than before. She found it interesting that her brother, fresh out of prison, would spend so much time in this part of the city. It wasn’t a poor section of the city, though it wasn’t as upscale as she remembered Jonathan preferring, so much as it was that he spent quite a bit of time in a few different taverns. Anytime she came across him, she found him in one of three different places.

      When she came across him walking through the street, she hesitated, ducking back into the shadows, and placing a concealment spell in front of her. It was a simple spell she had learned from Char, allowing her to blend into the surroundings. Still, as she placed the spell, she could have sworn that her brother turned toward her, frowning for a moment, before marching on. He was tall, and time in prison had aged him somewhat, though maybe it was only in the way that his eyes had taken on a more knowing look to them than they had before. His hair was cut short, and his clothing, while nice enough, was not nearly as expensive as he once had preferred. She had the distinct sense that he carried enchantments with him. From what she could tell, he had dozens of enchantments on him at any given time—including the cane he carried, tapping it on the ground.

      She smiled at that, but she suspected that if Jonathan carried a cane, given that he didn’t have a limp, there must be some sort of power within the cane itself he needed.

      Clever.

      Somebody he came across might not even realize that Jonathan carried a cane for that purpose and would likely underestimate it unless they had a way of detecting enchantments the way Jayna did. Or, she should say, the way Char had trained her to detect them, as she was still borrowing upon some of his power and his connection to magic.

      The linking spell remained quiet, though she had not fully sealed it off. It was easy enough to limit that connection and to keep Char from intruding upon her thoughts, but more than that, it kept him from trying to plunge in and communicate with her.

      Jonathan had another person walking with him, the young girl he had brought into his team. This woman was relatively skilled and also had a fair bit of power.

      There had been a time when she’d considered that kind of power before, trying to understand it better. From what she’d been able to tell, it was similar to enchanters, enough that Jayna actually thought it was an enchantment, just a different manifestation. At first, Jayna thought that sneaks placed enchantments into some of the surroundings around them, but she increasingly started to question if that was not the case at all. Maybe what they did had an enchantment on themselves. Or they’re the enchantment.

      And then Matthew joined Jonathan.

      Jayna slowed. She had tried to avoid Matthew when she had learned he was in the city. She had stripped his memories away from him and continually worried that some of them might return. She had used an enchantment to do it, after all. It was possible that he would eventually uncover what she had done to him. She wouldn't be so concerned if he were a normal person or even a sorcerer, but as he was part El’aras.

      And that was something she didn’t know if she could neutralize, especially given that Matthew had a different kind of El’aras skill and connection than most of the El’aras. He was only part El’aras, though she didn’t understand what those different gradations of connection meant. The El’aras were powerful and carried with them intrinsic magic she had not seen from Matthew when he had been in Nelar. But Matthew was skilled with the sword and incredibly deadly, reminding her of another such part El’aras person that she had dealt with the Chain Breaker.

      Jonathan kept looking in her direction.

      She was shielded. Masked. Hidden behind her own illusion, though she suspected the one she used to be quite a bit more potent than the one the young woman used. The young woman seemed to be turning toward her as well.

      Was Jonathan guiding her that way?

      She didn’t need Jonathan knowing how often she kept tabs on him.

      When Jonathan kept moving in her direction, she started to slide away, trying to keep him from getting closer and closer to her, not wanting him to know she was there. Then Matthew marched toward her.

      She erected a more solid wall, sealing off the alleyway, using something like what the Society used around the Society House, and then slipped off and into the city, away from her brother.
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      The enchantment started to buzz.

      Jayna looked over at it. She was sitting in her room inside the palace, gathering her thoughts before meeting with the King and William, when the enchantment reacted, drawing her attention to it. It had been quiet, though she had taken to carrying it with her at all times, partly because she wanted to make sure she was ready and able to react if Topher were to need her help.

      She got off of the plush chair, tracing her fingers along the fabric as she often did, and grabbed the enchantment off the windowsill. She brought it up to her ear while tapping and activating a little bit of it. It took a hint of a spell for her to trace through that enchantment, reach through it, and call out to Topher.

      “Topher?”

      “Jayna,” Topher’s voice came through, and there was a measure of relief as he got to her. “You are there.”

      “I’m here,” she said. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, I just wanted to talk. I wanted to know if you’d heard anything about Eva.”

      Jayna sat down, resting on the windowsill where she could look out into the palace courtyard. It was quiet, though it was later in the day, and she hadn’t expected there to be much activity. The air hung with a bit of smoke from the pits off in the distance, enough that it slowly drifted toward the palace, and from there, she knew that it was meant to go beneath the palace, tied to that last pit that had been hidden, trying to connect to some other aspect of power, and to something that was hidden deep beneath the bones of the palace. She ignored that, though the smoky sense and the magic that carried with it had been fading over time, diminishing to the point where there was much less power there than there had been for quite a while.

      “I’ll let you know when I find any word about Eva,” she said.

      He was quiet for a moment.

      “Is everything okay for you?” she asked.

      She realized she hadn’t been reaching out to Topher nearly as often as she should have been. He had been an ally, but more than that, Topher was a friend. He had become a friend in a time when she had not had many, when she had been struggling to know her place, struggling to know who she was and even what she was. Despite that, Topher had never questioned Jayna’s intentions. He had acted as if she was as trustworthy as any.

      “It’s quiet here,” Topher said.

      “Quiet can be good,” she said.

      “It’s kind of boring,” he went on.

      “Boring can be good.”

      There was a moment of quiet between the two of them. “I’ve been working with the dular. They want me to help, especially since the Society has essentially abandoned the city.”

      “You know they didn’t abandon the city. They withdrew at my request,” Jayna added. “Partly because we don’t need a dular and Society battle, and also because the dular do such a good job of keeping the city organized and coordinated.”

      There was more to it than that, but Jayna wasn’t going to tell Topher, much like she wasn’t going to tell the rest of the Society. There were dangers to the Society having access to Nelar. Situated as it was, along the border of the populated lands, beyond there were the El’aras, and Jayna had some experience with the El’aras, but she also understood that she didn’t need the Society hunting them down as they once had, trying to eradicate a magical menace, as they liked to consider them.

      “Well,” he began, “they’re asking me to take on a role with their council.”

      Jayna started to laugh.

      “Hey,” Topher said.

      “I’m not laughing because I don’t think that you will do a good job,” she hurriedly said, “but because I think it interesting that so many of those of us who have been involved in these sorts of magical developments have begun to take on a more prominent role in our places. We have you. We have Char with the Society. We have met with the King. Eva is the only one who hasn’t, and there aren’t that many Ashara for her to be a part of anyway.”

      “Maybe she’s their queen,” Topher suggested.

      “You have to stop thinking like that.”

      “I know I do, and she won’t ever have any interest in somebody like me. Not somebody like Eva,” he went on, and she could almost hear his wistful desire for Eva to want to have more time with him. “But that doesn’t change that I like to think about the possibility of what it could be like.”

      “Nope,” Jayna said. “You can think about that all you want. But I think it would be great if you would find yourself a nice dular woman and maybe settle down in the house. It’s a nice place.”

      “I’m keeping it stocked with wine,” he said.

      “And Eva will be thankful for that,” she said, realizing she wasn’t getting anywhere with Topher. And at this point, maybe it didn’t matter. Topher was just who he was. And it was possible he would never get over his unrequited desire for Eva. And maybe he shouldn’t. “I’m thinking about going after her,” Jayna said.

      “You should,” Topher said.

      “Everybody else is telling me I should stay behind, serve the kingdom, serve the Society, or even that I should try to figure out what happened to Ceran. But Ceran has been quiet, and I don’t know if I will hear anything from him.”

      “I think you aren’t going to be able to focus until you know what’s happening with your friend. That’s always driven you, Jayna. You care about people. Your brother. Eva. Char.”

      “And you,” Jayna said.

      “Well… thank you,” Topher said.

      Jayna started to laugh at the relief that swept through the enchantment at the comment.

      “Anyway,” Topher said. “You have always cared about the people who are around you, and I think you aren’t going to be happy until you know they’re as safe as they can be. With Eva, it’s more than that, isn’t it? You aren’t going to be happy unless you know she’s with you, because she makes you stronger. And you’re pretty strong on your own, Jayna, but Eva does help.”

      “She does help,” Jayna agreed. She breathed out heavily and looked around the inside of her room. “I don’t know what I’m going to find when I go after her. I don’t know how dangerous it’s going to be, only that I’m sure it’s going to be dangerous.”

      “Then bring somebody with you. That William guy.”

      “Maybe,” Jayna said.

      “If you want, I can come with you too.”

      “As much as I appreciate the offer—and I do—I think if I do go after Eva, it will probably be too dangerous for somebody with only enchantments to come. You have to have a magic of your own.”

      “My enchantments are magic,” Topher said.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I know,” Topher said, sounding as if he were pouting.

      “Stay safe. Stay well. And don’t worry. As soon as I get Eva, I will let you know.”

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Topher’s enchantment went quiet, and Jayna sat back down on the windowsill, looking at it for a long moment. She missed him. As strange as that seemed, she actually missed Topher. Well, she missed having Eva and Topher in their small house in Nelar. That had been something of a comfort for her.

      And now she was in a palace, surrounded by all of this wealth, and welcomed into the Society, given a prominent place within it, and there were times when she missed the simplicity of what she had been doing before. Maybe she didn’t really deserve any of this.

      But then again, that was probably part of why she felt the way she did. She never truly felt as if she had earned her place within the Society, and she had schemed her way into serving the King, so there were times when she felt as if she didn’t really deserve even that honor, such as it was.

      Topher’s words stayed with her. It was about what she had been feeling and about the strangeness that she had known, but more than that, it was about her desire.

      Jayna made her way through the hall, her mind distracted, when she nearly collided with Karina.

      She hadn’t seen her in quite some time, though Jayna hadn’t been spending that much time in the palace. Unfortunately, her absence had allowed Karina to take a larger role in influencing the King.

      Unlike Jayna, Karina proudly wore her maroon robes of the Society. She strolled with her head held high, keeping her gaze fixed straight ahead of her, and made a point of glowering at Jayna the moment they nearly collided with each other.

      “I suppose you have decided to grace us with your presence again?”

      “It’s nice to see you as well, Karina,” Jayna said.

      She tried to push past Karina, knowing that there was no point in her lingering and getting into an argument with the other woman, when Karina used a brief barrier spell to block Jayna from moving.

      Jayna reacted as she often did when somebody tried to confront her, and she immediately began to pull up on her Toral magic and use that, along with her sorcery, to create the magic ball spell. As she did, a burst of power crackled along her magic ball spell, and Karina was forced back a step. She looked over at Jayna, sneering at her.

      “Don’t push me,” Jayna warned.

      “I did nothing.”

      Jayna took a step toward her, contracting her magic ball spell down tightly, and then felt a strange warning in the back of her mind.

      Char?

      Did the linking spell really let him know what she was doing?

      Of course, it did. She knew he could see she was dealing with Karina and probably even knew what was happening here. She had learned to delve into his mind and follow things in that way, so there was no reason to believe he couldn’t do the same thing. She had let herself think he did not, but Char had every reason to be concerned about her.

      “She’s a part of the Society,” Char cautioned.

      “Get out of my mind,” she said.

      “Then stop sending your concern for Karina over the linking spell.”

      “I didn’t….”

      Had she? She hadn’t thought that she did, but now that she focused on her linking spell, and the possibility that she might have sent some aspect across it, she realized that perhaps Char was right. Maybe she had.

      “Fine. But you need to warn her to work with me. I am working on behalf of the Society.”

      “We will convey your concern.”

      “We? No. This was not a request of the council, but of you.”

      “We will convey your concern.”

      Her sense of Char grew fainter, and though Jayna had some irritation with what he was doing, she also knew that straining to hold on to that connection wasn’t going to do anything. All it would do would be to force him to try to stay connected to her when he obviously had no interest in it. He merely wanted to intervene to caution her.

      But as Char sat on the council, he had a greater responsibility to the Society than she did.

      She blocked her mind, sealing it off as much as possible, and stepped aside from Karina. “Have a good evening.”

      Karina glowered at her for a moment and looked as if she wanted to snap and say something, but she did not. At least she had a measure of self-control that Jayna did not possess. Then again, Jayna had tried to have more control, but around Karina, it was difficult.

      She breathed out, heading deeper into the palace.

      Finally, she got into the hall where she knew William would be, reached his door, and knocked. She waited far too long for him to answer, but knew she should not be so irritated with him. The door came open, and William frowned at her.

      “Where’s your scholar?”

      “I didn’t mean we’d find him tonight,” William said.

      “I feel restless,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ve gone through this before. It’s the not knowing. And maybe I’m overreacting, but I do feel like I need to understand something. I need to know where your scholar is.”

      “They aren’t here. We can talk to them when they return.”

      “I don’t understand. I thought you said the scholar was sorting through the archives, and that you could use that connection, because they are tied to all of it in some way.”

      “My brother paid the scholar to stay here, to study the archives, and to bring other volumes in, which is where they are now. At least, that’s what I think he’s doing. I don’t always know,” William said, frowning. “Unfortunately, he takes off periodically, disappearing and leaving us with little more than a note saying he’s going to return.”

      “So not so much your scholar as a scholar who happens to use the archives,” she said.

      “It’s something like that,” he said.

      “You know, it would’ve been better if you would’ve just told me that much.”

      “I was trying to help you see.”

      She leaned back against the wall, resting her head against the stone. “I just feel like I need to figure out what’s going on.” Jayna’s voice dropped to a bit of a whisper. “It’s not just Eva. It’s Ceran. It’s me.” And that last one might have been the most important. Jayna wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be doing or what she was supposed to be. Perhaps more than anything else, it was that uncertainty about who she was supposed to be and what she was supposed to be that continued to plague her. She had known for so long what she thought she was. She was going to be a student, studying the magic of the Society, and using that to find her place, her people, and herself; then, learning that a dark sorcerer might have killed her parents had changed things for her to the point where she had started to develop a different sort of question. Jayna simply did not know any longer.

      The only thing she did know was that she had found a purpose with her friends. She had found meaning. Maybe it was the hunting of dark sorcerers and dark creatures, but mostly it was in realizing that the Sul’toral needed to be removed. And that she could do something about it.

      “Come with me,” William said.

      “Why?”

      “I am going to take you someplace.”

      “I don’t need to go to your brother and be given purpose,” she said.

      William looked over at her and smiled tightly. “Actually, that wasn’t what I was going to do, and I would disagree with you, as I do think that you might benefit from having a purpose. And my brother, as much of a pain as he could be ruled as he does, understands that. Besides, you should say he’s been pretty good to you.”

      “And I would say that I have been pretty good to him as well.”

      “You have been. Without you, I can’t imagine what might’ve happened in the city and to the throne, and how devastating all of it would’ve been. That’s why he gives you the flexibility that he does. I think he’s afraid you’re eventually going to decide that you don’t need to stay working with him.”

      “Am I working with him?”

      “Oh, more than anybody else, I think my brother would claim you’re working with him, not for him. Me, on the other hand, I believe he will totally claim I work for him.” They reached the main level of the palace, and he stepped through the doors, guiding her into the courtyard and quickly beyond the streets.

      “William, I’m not sure I’m in the mood for this.”

      “Just come with me. There’s something I can show you that might be of interest to you.”

      Jayna debated arguing with him, which she found that she did far too often, before deciding against it, and following him. They rounded a corner, heading toward an alleyway with a series of runic symbols marked along it, and she knew exactly where he was taking her. He pulled out one of his knives that he used to deactivate the enchantment around here, opening a doorway that revealed a set of stairs that led down into the depths beneath the city.

      “Why here?”

      “Because you want to see something. I am not going to be able to keep you in the city if you don’t want to be here. I realize that. My brother realizes that. And yet, we do want you here. If I can’t do anything else, I want to make sure you understand that much. You are valued here. If it takes you running off to go and see what else you might need to find, then so be it. We’ll give you that time and that space to do so.”

      “Running off?”

      He ignored her and headed down the stairs until they reached the chamber where she had lost Eva. It had not changed all that much. A series of markings were made around the walls, different spells that had been placed to try to keep the chamber closed off, but there was an overwhelming sense of power that lingered here, nonetheless. It bloomed all around her. Jayna could not shake that sense and recognized just how powerful it was, as it continued to seem to press around her, building and swelling to the point where it felt as if it were almost overwhelming. She tried to ignore it but could not.

      “Have you been down here recently?” he asked.

      “You know I haven’t been.” She’d gone to the pit surrounding the city quite a bit, but she had not come down here.

      “Lartial had thought this was a key part of whatever he was doing,” William said. “And my brother has brought his scholar down here, as well. Don’t look at me like that,” he added quickly. “It’s just that he wants to have information and is not sure how much the Society is going to share with him openly. Well, most of the Society. He figures you will eventually share with him anything he might need to know. Besides, there is always the possibility that there might be something here that even you won’t pick up on.”

      “Even me?”

      “Don’t be like that,” William said, and he approached the pit's edge. It was smaller than the other pits and had not nearly as much smoke emanating from it. The enchanted barriers that were placed around it seemed to prevent that, though Jayna wondered how much of that was tied to what the Society had placed and how much of it was tied to what she had added. And Jayna had put her own sort of power here, feeling as if it were necessary for her to do so, as she recognized that power was a part of everything here. “We’ve been looking for answers.”

      “I know,” she said.

      Jayna made a circuit around the pit, trying to ignore the energy there as she started to focus, trying to make sense of it. She couldn’t feel anything more, only that there was a bit of that power here.

      “You’ve been doing something here,” she said, frowning as she focused, realizing that some aspect of the power she knew was here had shifted. “I can’t tell what it is, but I can detect a faint stirring.” She looked up and over at him. “What did you do?”

      “You can feel it?”

      “Quite easily,” she said.

      “I didn’t realize it would be so obvious.” He unsheathed his knives and twirled them in his hands. “I’ve been trying to part the different powers here.”

      “You have been trying to part it? We don’t even know what these powers will do.” She looked over at him. “Other than that, Lartial thought that he could use it.”

      “But we don’t know how he intended to use it, do we? Either something through here, which is what Eva likely believed, or this is holding something from coming through. We haven’t seen anything here.”

      “Other than dark creatures,” Jayna said.

      “Well, that was when all of the pits were open. If we only open this one….”

      “You want to open it.”

      “You want to go after your friend, right?”

      “I want to know what happened to her.”

      “Well, if there’s any way to find what happened to her, it’s going to be going through here. And I think I might be able to help with that. That’s all I’m trying to say.”

      She stood at the edge of the pit. The smoke drifting up seemed to catch some of the lantern light that surrounded the room. She couldn’t see any of the runic symbols that created the enchantments that held power down, but she could feel that energy.

      “So dive through this, and then what?”

      “Then… well, I don’t really know. It’s going to be up to you and whatever you find, as I’m not entirely sure what’s going to be down there.”

      “Eva,” she said.

      “Maybe. But it depends on where this leads. Eva seemed to think there was something here for her. She felt like there was something that was drawing her, and that she needed to go, so I just want you to be aware that wherever it might be tied to the Ashara.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Well, at least where your friend went might be tied to the Ashara. That was what they were after, and it seemed like that was what Lartial was after. I think some aspects of Ashara power will help him find a way to get through and destroy. Then again, I don’t even know.”

      They had tried to do this before, with Jayna attempting to break through whatever barricade was now over the pits, but she had not managed to accomplish it so far. Not that she wanted to break through those pits, as she worried about what would happen if she were to do so. The last time they were open, great danger and countless dark creatures had slipped through.

      “Why do you think this will work now?”

      “Something has been changing,” William said. “To be honest, I’m not entirely certain what it is, only that I have detected it here. I thought you would want to know about it.”

      Jayna didn’t have the sense of anything having changed, but she didn’t have William’s magic either, so she wouldn’t necessarily know as he did.

      If this worked, she might be able to go after Eva. It meant ignoring what Lodeth asked of her, but that was something others could do, despite what he claimed—going after Eva was something only Jayna could do.

      “Just do it,” she said.

      He smiled, brought his knives down, and began to work at the power. Jayna could feel what he was doing, which was strange to her, since she wasn’t sure how or why she was so aware of what he was doing, only that she recognized that he parted some of that power ever so subtly, using his knives to divide it and slip it away. As he worked and she could feel that energy beginning to separate, she felt an opening form.

      She stepped toward it. She’d been wanting to find a way to get to Eva—and failing. Now she could go after her if she could calm the anxiety in her chest. “What if this doesn’t take me anywhere?”

      “Then I hope you have the power of flight,” he said.

      “Not like the Ashara,” she said.

      “Well… wait. What is that?”

      He pointed, and Jayna saw something down the pit. Not only was there darkness, but there was a flash of light. It looked like the water of all things. She leaned forward, and then a rocky hand reached up and grabbed her, pulling her through.

      The last thing she heard was William calling after her.
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      Power constricted around her.

      She wasn’t sure what it was, only that the power was incredible, and the sense of it, was unlike anything she’d ever felt. There was the distinct awareness of falling, but not any sense of pain that came with it, nor the terror. Only it seemed as if the strange rock hand had grabbed her and yanked her downward.

      She reacted as quickly as she could, using her Toral connection to send a burst of power out from her. Cold bloomed up her arm as it often did, and then that uncontrolled energy blasted into that rocky hand, which then immediately relaxed, releasing her.

      Jayna continued to fall and felt something shift.

      She struck what felt like an invisible barrier, like some part of her collapsed inward. Only then did she cry out. The pain was unlike anything she had ever experienced, and it seemed as if she were being compressed downward, her arms brought together, her legs bent up to her chest, and then her chest folded downward, collapsing her into an ever-tightening ball.

      She lashed out, trying to connect to her Toral energy, but some aspect of it had changed. Now she couldn’t reach it the way that she normally did. It was almost as if it didn’t respond as it should. She strained, focusing only on that power, and gradually the pain began to ease.

      The darkness began to relax. The compression upon her faded but was still there. She opened her eyes. She was standing on a grassy field. All around her were tall, brown grasses that seemed to flutter in the wind she couldn’t feel.

      She looked up, thinking that she would find the pit opening somewhere above her, but there was nothing.

      Where am I?

      This was some other place altogether. This was where Eva had come, where she’d sent Lartial following their fight. And now she was here. Why would Lartial open this space, and what did he think to accomplish in doing so?

      Better yet—where was the stone monster that had pulled her in?

      She saw no sign of the creature, given her lack of power, which was probably a good thing at the moment, at least until she managed to figure out what had happened. She twisted her Toral ring, and immediately began to focus on the power within it, when she found it fading. It was there, but it was greatly diminished.

      This place must be separating her from her Toral power somehow.

      Would that mean that Eva’s connection had been muted as well? That might explain why she had been gone for as long as she had been.

      The ground surged, and Jayna was tossed from her feet, rolling over, where she sprang back up, looking all around and trying to make sense of where she was. An enormous fist sprang free of the ground, striking at her. She kicked her foot off it, then hurriedly tossed a starburst spell, which crackled along with the creature.

      It was faint and muted as well.

      Magic, in general, isn’t going to work here?

      Jayna tried to put space between her and the creature. He reached the tree, where she paused, and the monster had not yet caught up to her. She gasped while trying to gather her breath. There was some strange magic here that kept her sorcery from working as it should along with preventing her Toral magic from working as it should. She had to figure out how to compensate for that.

      She paused for a moment, focusing on the magic ball spell. Against random creatures, the magic ball spell would be the easiest and most effective, but she didn’t feel anything happening. It sputtered, and aspects of the spell started to dissolve before she managed to hold on to it.

      She shifted, trying the starburst spell. That was more of a visual spell, but there was a sputtering of that, causing little more than a faint stirring but nothing else. She tried the snake spell. It was another useful one, but even that one had faded.

      She paused, twisting her ring.

      Where is William?

      She didn’t see any sign of him.

      Maybe the pit brought him to a different place?

      The creature had come after her, and had drawn her down, but maybe it hadn’t managed to get to him. At least, that was her first thought.

      There was another possibility, but it was one she didn’t want to consider. What if William had betrayed her?

      He had been working with Lartial before, but she had believed he wanted to help the kingdom. Everything that she had seen of William suggested that was what motivated him.

      No. It couldn’t be William.

      It meant she was here accidentally.

      Her magic didn’t work, but she still had her Toral connection, and she thought she might be able to use that. First, she could try her linking spell, though some aspects of it felt missing as she attempted to connect to Char. She was not completely missing, as she was aware of his presence in her mind, though it was faint, distant, and difficult for her to connect.

      She was on her own which wasn’t all that bad. She’d wanted to find Eva anyway.

      She twisted her Toral ring and focused on the power within it. There was a connection to that power, and more than that, she had her bloodstone wrapped around the ring and thought that with the bloodstone and the Toral connection, she should be able to find some way to use that power, to link it, and to draw upon even more than what she had done so far. As she attempted to reach for that Toral power, she felt it flowing through her, and began to feel some other aspect of it, and yet, despite all of that, there was a bit of a delay, as if the power that was there was muted in a way that made it so she could not draw upon it quite as easily as she wanted.

      She breathed out.

      She had her Toral connection, but it was limited. At least she had access to some magic. If another creature attacked her, she knew that she couldn’t use sorcery, at least not effectively, without running the risk of having one of these creatures destroy her. So, she had to focus on the Toral magic, but maybe Ceran would understand. She assumed Ceran was still there and connected to her in some sort of manner, which she was no longer even certain of.

      She had to find Eva. That was the reason she’d come here after all, and as she stood there, thinking about everything that was here, she started to question if there was something here that she might be able to find about Eva. She had to be here, didn’t she? All she needed was to find where her friend was, trace that power, and the two of them should be able to get out.

      The tracking spell.

      Jayna knew several different tracking spells and focused on the easiest one, thinking that if nothing else, she might need to use an easy spell for her to find Eva, but as she did, the tracking spell seemed to sputter, and it began to fade, making it so that it didn’t work quite as well as she had hoped. Unfortunately.

      She turned in place, feeling that there had to be something more here, and as she did, she couldn’t help but feel as if she had to understand this place first. The tracking spell may not work, but hopefully, Toral magic would.

      She started walking.
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        * * *

      

      Jayna had walked for the better part of what seemed like hours, and it seemed like she was heading in a circle. There was a lake up in the distance, but seemingly nothing else. She had been following that lake, circling around its edge, and returning to it. It was almost as if the land around her was a circle that kept pulling her back to the center, which was impossible. But she kept seeing the lake, so she headed toward it.

      Grasses leaped out at her.

      She used power from her Toral ring that sent cold working up her arm. Though not nearly as potent as it should be, she expelled a burst at those creatures. They were pushed back, draining her quickly, and she darted toward the water’s edge. She had to blast at the grasses a few more times, but thankfully her Toral magic seemed to be potent enough to hold them back.

      She sat there for a moment. Everything was quiet. Calm. The light had shifted, but it didn’t seem to her as if the sun had set so much as the light had simply faded altogether. Increasingly, Jayna had come to believe that wherever she was, it was not in her world.

      She paused at the water, looked out, and realized there was something about the water that didn’t seem quite right to her. Jayna didn’t know what it was, but as she stared, she reached her hand toward the water, when her Toral ring began to constrict around her finger.

      Ceran?

      No. Not Ceran. If Ceran were here, or tried to communicate with her, she would feel a pulsing of power. This was something different.

      She pulled her hand back.

      Then she leaned forward, looking at the water. She was going to need to drink. In this place, she was no more immune to thirst than normal. And this was the only source of water she’d seen. She held her hand out and looked at the lake before debating what she needed to do. In a strange land, surrounded by strange magic, she had to be certain the water wasn’t tainted, magically or otherwise.

      She focused on a specific type of magic that she remembered Char having demonstrated when they traveled. It was what he called a purification spell. Jayna couldn’t use traditional sorcery, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t mix some with her Toral magic.

      She quickly traced the sorcery spell, but it sputtered. She tried going slower. Again, it sputtered. If that weren’t going to work, she would have to try something else. She used a combination of her Toral magic but held back from using sorcery, using only the Toral power in the spell. Surprisingly, it seemed to work, so as she pushed it across the lake, it layered and eventually held.

      She leaned out and touched the water. The Toral energy washed away from her, sweeping across the water, though she didn’t know if it worked to cleanse it. The only way to know would be to test it.

      And risk contamination. Or worse.

      She cupped her hands into the water, brought them to her mouth, took a small sip, and then waited. Nothing changed. There was no sense of pain. No sense of pressure against her, and no sense of anything dangerous.

      At least it had worked. She sat back, losing track of time while watching the water, as a haze gradually settled once again across its surface. Unfortunately, that meant whatever she had done to purify the water had not been permanent. Hopefully, drinking it wouldn’t contaminate her.

      That was a problem.

      Did it mean that she would need to purify the water every time she wanted to drink? That was assuming the water wasn’t going to poison her eventually.

      She looked around, erected a magic ball shield around herself, using a mixture of sorcery and the Toral connection, and then laid back, closing her eyes, letting herself sleep. When she awoke, the sky was still overcast and gray, though Jayna had no sense of how much time had passed.

      Several strange-looking creatures had surrounded her, and as soon as she moved, they began swarming. She was still holding on to her magic ball spell, something that she had never attempted to do while sleeping, and she was surprised she had succeeded in that. She focused on the magic ball spell, added a hint of fireball to it, and exploded it outward. It rippled over the creatures, shredding them… and left her drained.

      She had wanted to find Eva, and thought that coming into this strange place would help her find her friend, but now that she was here, she started to wonder if perhaps that had been a mistake.

      She let out a heavy sigh and then got to her feet.

      She had water. She didn’t have any food. But she could survive on water alone.

      For a while.

      She began to walk. As she did, she made a circuit past a tree and past the lake. She kept walking, thinking that eventually, she would have to find someplace else, something that would make sense of what she was encountering, something that would help her find more information, but unfortunately, each time she looked past the lake, she was increasingly aware that she was making nothing more than a circle.

      Jayna stopped and focused on her Toral power, her sorcery, and then linked the two, forming a detection spell, and hurriedly sent it sweeping out from her, thinking that if she could find any sense of Eva, or any sense of anything else, she might be able to use that to her advantage.

      There was nothing.

      That wasn’t entirely true. Her detection spell did pick up on a series of magical entities, though she wasn’t sure what they were. She didn’t want to sit around and wait, though. The problem was Jayna didn’t have any idea how to escape. And if she couldn’t escape and couldn’t find Eva, did it mean she would be trapped here?

      Another thought drifted to her as she walked. Maybe Lartial had actually succeeded.
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      Jayna lost track of how long she’d been walking, wandering, and searching for any evidence of Eva. It felt like it had been a mixture of days and weeks, rather than minutes and hours, though time was difficult for her to ascertain in this place fully. The day never truly got dark, and when it did get dark, it seemed as if it lasted for only a short while. It was almost as if this place was designed to keep her confounded and confused.

      Jayna made steady circuits, finding nothing more than what she had initially uncovered. There were more of the strange creatures, and she had dealt with them, but no more of the rock monsters. That felt like a victory somehow. There were several flying creatures, though. One of them was a massive black-winged creature she remembered reading about and learning from Ceran.

      Renral. They were considered dark creatures, and as she saw them circling above her, she understood why it would be considered that way. The thing was massive, with enormous talons that looked as if it could tear her in half and wings that had to be nearly twenty feet across. Somebody could probably ride on a creature like that, if they could get past the fear of heights and the possible—and probable—death that would follow.

      Anytime the renral loomed overhead, she formed a magic ball spell and solidified it around her, thinking that would be her way to be safe, though she didn’t even know if that was going to be effective against a creature like this. It was possible the renral’s talons could shred any defense she made.

      She continually tested her magic. She had resorted to working through her spells, testing each of them that she felt comfortable and confident in using until she found which ones would be effective. She could still create the starburst pattern, but it required far more effort than she wanted. With her limited power here, she had to be careful. The snake and fireball spell still worked, and both required less power than the starburst pattern. Jayna didn’t know why that would be. For the first time in a while, she wished she had Char, if only to run her theories past him. Unfortunately, the linking spell had been essentially muted. It was still there, but there was no way for her to communicate across it.

      Thankfully, the magic ball spell worked just fine. It required quite a bit of power, but she had learned that she could hold it while sleeping and had taken to doing so. When she was tired, she lay down and rested. When she rested, she got up and started wandering, using her tracking spell as often as she had the strength to look for any evidence of Eva. Jayna frequently felt evidence of other magic around her but did not feel any sign of Eva’s presence.

      She had no idea how long she had been here when she first felt a stirring from Eva.

      It was overcast as it often was when she felt a little bit of power.

      It was a hint of power, nothing more than that, but it gave her hope. She’d been here for what seemed like a week, though it had been difficult to tell if that were the case or not. She’d been drinking from the lake, eating grasses and berries she found, thankfully none of them corrupted, and had even debated eating one of the magical creatures she’d killed before deciding against it. A surge of heat in the distance gave her hope that Eva was out there.

      She hurriedly worked on a detection spell.

      The sense of Eva was faint. Faded.

      It was so dim and distant, that she wasn’t even sure if it was real.

      Then she felt it again. And again. Each time she felt that sense, Jayna began to believe something was there, but she wasn’t sure how to find it.

      She paused, waiting until her strength returned. When it did, she sent out another tracking spell and again began to feel Eva's faint stirring of power. At least now she knew how to target it, and it seemed as if there was a consistency to that magic, only she couldn’t tell where it was coming from.

      She had been testing her detection spells periodically, trying to follow power.

      The grasses started to pull at her. That was strange, as the grasses had left her alone since she first came here. Maybe it was this clearing near a tree where she’d stopped. She had seen this tree, and these grasses, countless times before, and had thought nothing of them as they had left her alone. That had made her think this was a place where she could be, but now that she was here and the grasses started to sweep toward her, she realized her mistake. They had been trying to lull her into sleep.

      She erected her magic ball spell and kept the sudden sharp blades of grass from striking her. Unlike in the other world, what she was starting to think of as the normal world, her magic ball spell would have held without any difficulty, but in this place, she could feel the carving of the blades of grass as they attempted to rip through her magic ball spell.

      They did more than just attempt to rip through it. They did rip through it.

      Worse, it burned through the grasses, so they no longer ripped at her, leaving her standing in the middle of an empty and charred clearing. That had been more than she had intended, but everything had become something of an enemy at this point.

      The grasses were gone, but now the tree had seemed to turn to her.

      Jayna ignored it, backing away, but the tree started to slide toward her. That had to be a hallucination. She had been here a long time, and the trees had never moved. She suspected there was power in them, as she had felt that sense of energy as she had gotten close to them, but she had never seen them moving.

      “Stay back, or I’m going to have to burn you down,” she muttered.

      And surprisingly, it seemed as if the tree hesitated.

      That couldn’t be real, could it?

      None of this could be real. As she backed away from the tree, a wind began to stir behind her. It was the first time she had felt the wind like this. She had seen the grasses blowing in the breeze but never felt it. It was almost as if the tree was angry with her and somehow calling to the wind, though that had to be her imagination, much like all of this had to be her imagination.

      She backed away, but it seemed like the wind was trying to hold her in place.

      She whipped her hand back, slapping with a hint of her magic ball spell, but she had already used quite a bit of her magic, and the magic ball spell sputtered before fading. She staggered. The wind pushed against her, sending her forward. She slammed into the tree, and branches moved toward her.

      That isn’t imagined.

      She focused on the fireball spell and used Toral magic, the bloodstone concentrating the power so that it burst from her. The heat exploding from her was enormous, far more than she had summoned in quite some time.

      The wind tried to push her again but then started to sputter, releasing its hold over her. Jayna didn’t release her hold over her power, afraid to do so. It flowed into the tree, hitting some resistance, and then the tree began to burn, rapidly turning to ash.

      She lowered her head, too tired to stay awake any longer.

      It was dangerous to sleep, especially in a new place, but she couldn’t keep herself awake any longer. Strange dreams came to her, and when she finally got up, there was no wind, just the overcast sky and a vast sense of emptiness.

      Within that, though, she realized she had done something more than what she had intended. The tree wasn’t a singular tree. There had been others. A grove of them. All of them were now charred. They no longer attacked, though. The grass surrounding her was left trampled, flattened, and burned off.

      “Good,” she muttered, finally getting to her feet. She still had some of her power, and without thinking too much of it, she hurriedly traced a tracking spell and pushed that out with her Toral magic so that she could try to feel for something else that was there.

      Distantly, she became aware of Eva once again.

      That sense faded, but then it returned. Jayna followed what she detected. She fell into something like a pattern. She walked, and when she got tired, she rested. When she was thirsty, she purified water at the lake and then kept going. She never got any closer to Eva. She could sense something of her, knowing she was out there but out of reach. After a while, she took a seat on the ground and let out a frustrated sigh.

      It was almost as if this land were some sort of prison to keep her from finding Eva and escaping. She wouldn’t give up, though. She was stubborn. And that stubbornness had helped her so many times before. Now it would help Eva. All she had to do was find some secret to this land.

      While walking, the ground heaved. Jayna twisted, preparing the magic ball spell, and landed on the ground before rolling to her feet.

      The stone monster.

      It was the first time she’d seen the stone monster since she had been here. She had been drawn here by it but had run. The stone monster had brought her here, but then had not seen it otherwise.

      She didn’t have a chance to think about it too much, as the creature slammed a hand toward her. Jayna pushed out with her magic ball spell to fight the creature, but each time she did, she felt resistance against her.

      It grabbed her.

      The magic ball constricted, and she tried to fight against that power to push outward. The stone monster was strong and constricted its hand around her, attempting to crush her.

      Not before she found Eva.

      She pushed up, holding onto her magic ball spell, linking some of the bloodstones to it, and then she tried something she had not done before and added a hint of power through her in a way that exploded away from her.

      The stone monster dropped her.

      Then it lumbered off.

      She watched. She hadn’t seen the stone monster since the first day she’d been in this place, so the change seemed significant. It meant she had to follow. She started jogging after the creature, which thankfully didn’t move very quickly. She passed the lake, never veering toward it, suggesting that the stone monster didn’t care about the water. The ground rumbled underneath it. Finally, the stone monster realized she was following it and started to run.

      “Get back here,” Jayna said.

      She didn’t have the strength to chase, so she let the monster run, disappearing.

      She headed over to the lake, purified it, killing a few more grass monsters, and then took a seat, drinking until her stomach was full. She rested, and when she returned, she lingered by the lake for a few moments before heading out and going to test for Eva and find a way of finding her. She hadn’t gone very far when she began to feel the ground swelling again.

      “Again?” Jayna muttered.

      That was odd, as when she had been here, she had not found anything before—certainly nothing like this, nothing to suggest that the stone monster would come after her. But maybe there was nothing more she could do and nothing more she needed to do. Run or fight. Those were her options.

      She raced toward the creature, whipping out the snake spell around the stone monster, looping it around its legs as she skittered across the ground. It was stupid, but this had been the first change for her.

      Then there was another.

      A sense of power.

      That was unexpected.

      She looked over, half expecting that she would find Eva, only there was no sign of Eva. Instead, she saw a pair of men coming toward her. One of them she recognized, though she hadn’t seen him for a while. If he was here, then maybe she could escape.

      Unless he’s now trapped here too.
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      Jayna lashed a band of the snake spell around the stone monster, sending it sweeping outward, and could feel the creature trying to fight against her. As she did, the stone monster fought. She struggled to hold on. Gavin Lorren, the man, known as the Chain Breaker, came racing toward her with his sword unsheathed.

      A sword against a stone monster?

      “Jayna?” he asked as he approached.

      “We can talk when all this is over,” she said. “But right now, I’m having a little trouble with this creature.”

      “You just have to look big and threatening,” Gavin said.

      There was another man standing next to Gavin, who was about his age, probably early thirties, though the lines around his eyes looked as if he had seen some things. His hair was prematurely graying, but he had a vibrancy to him.

      Gavin seemed to emanate power, which surprised her, given that so little magic seemed to work here.

      “I have to do what?” she pulled back the hood of her cloak, realizing she had it up. She hadn’t even paid much attention to her clothing, doing so mostly when trying to avoid the notice of the renral, hoping that she might be able to blend into the ground around her. After a while, it had become second nature to keep the cloak up, and she had sort of forgotten about it. That might be a mistake, as she was also hot and couldn’t imagine how bad she smelled. Having been here as long as she had, she… well, she didn’t even know how long she had been here. Longer than a week, she suspected.

      “You have to look big and threatening. They respond to that. I don’t know what parts of their bodies are sensitive, besides their hands and ears. I tried stabbing the creature in the eye, but….”

      “You tried fighting this with a sword?” She started laughing, realizing that it was ridiculous, but she also was thankful that he was here. She was thankful for another familiar person.

      “I’m just telling you.”

      Gavin twisted to the side as a swing came toward him, jabbing upward and driving his blade toward the monster’s hand but missing. The other man was nearby, waving his daggers and shouting. He sounded crazed. But he didn’t seem to have any power.

      “You brought somebody without any magic here?”

      “I thought we were talking after this was over.”

      Jayna raised her hand and gritted her teeth as power exploded from her. She wrapped around the creature’s feet and then pushed it toward the creature’s head, and then on a whim, she decided to shove some bands into the creature’s ears. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that there might be someplace on the stone monster that was more sensitive than others. In hindsight, she realized that she should have. Everything had a sensitivity. Even a stone monster would have some areas that would be more prone to attack than others.

      Why hadn’t she considered it?

      The creature shrieked, stumbled back, and then collapsed. It battered at the ground with massive, balled fists and kicked over and over again.

      “You don’t have to kill it,” Gavin said. “Just scare it.”

      “It’s going to chase us again,” Jayna said.

      “We don’t know that it will.”

      She released her sorcery and Toral magic. She had to be ready for when the stone monster came at her again, deciding to lunge at them, but instead of lunging toward them, the stone monster trembled, then the kicking stopped. It got up and watched them for a moment, then let out a strange, rumbling shriek that left her quaking with a bit of fear. She staggered away, but so did the creature.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” Jayna said, sinking to the ground and rubbing the back of her neck.

      Gavin said something, but she wasn’t sure what he said.

      “What happened?” Gavin asked.

      “You saw what happened. The damn thing came across me, and I did my best to stay in front of it, but they’re almost impossible to hold. It would slip out whenever I thought I had my spell wrapped around it. I had no idea how it could do that.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about,” Gavin said. “Where are we?”

      Jayna looked up at him. “What?”

      “I mean, where are we?”

      “What are you talking about?” Jayna got to her feet and wobbled for a moment. “Damn. I need water.”

      She guided them toward the watering hole, still talking to them, hearing about how they had been sent to the place they were taking to calling the prison realm, unsure if that was exactly what it was. Then again, Jayna didn’t exactly know what this was. They took a seat near the water, and she purified it, while Gavin told them about how they were sent here by a Sul’toral.

      “Working together?” She leaned back, looking over the water. Her stomach rumbled, but she didn’t have any food. “You know, there are times I wish I had Char with me. He would understand this.”

      She continued to try to reach for him but never managed to do so. There had to be some way for her to get a hold of him, but there wasn’t anything.

      The Sul’toral had sent Gavin here. Lartial had tried to send her here. All of it was tied to that kind of power.

      And worse, Eva had ended up here.

      The grasses started to move.

      Jayna groaned, getting to her feet.

      “Be ready. These are particularly nasty.”
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        * * *

      

      It was strange having somebody else here. She had started to lose track of how long she’d been here alone. Gavin and Gaspar, his friend, had the same restriction on their magic that she had. They fought several different creatures, when Gavin seemed to recognize something about the place that she had not.

      He paused near the charred trees. “I can feel something here.”

      “Fine,” she said, “but if you see the tree starting to move, be careful.”

      He frowned at her. He and Gaspar continued talking, while she focused on what she could detect of Eva, though it was difficult. Every so often, she found a sense of it, and began to realize that there was something else going on here that she didn’t fully understand. The Sul’toral. And what was odd was that all of this seemed to be connected to something else.

      “How do we get out of here?”

      “I don’t know. There has to be some key to it.”

      As soon as she said that, Gavin seemed to fixate on the idea of a key and began to search. They wandered, and he hurried off at one point, before slowing. While he did, she noticed something she hadn’t seen before.

      Smoke.

      She sprinted after it.

      “What was it?” Gavin asked.

      “I thought I saw smoke, but then it was gone,” she said. “It was here. I saw it. I felt it. And I think I can still feel it. At least, I can feel it somewhat?” Every so often, she focused on it, and she started to wonder if that was the case, but as she attempted to use her sorcery, mixed with Toral magic, she could not find the answer, though she knew there had to be one.

      “Does that mean that Eva was here?”

      “Eva, Asaran, or any of the others.”

      “Who?” Gavin asked.

      “Another Ashara,” she said. She looked over to the trees.

      She used a detection spell and began to feel something odd, though she wasn’t sure what it was. Not Eva, though. Gavin was off doing something, talking to his friend, when she began to feel something. Then she realized she had detected something from what he was doing: power, but a different kind of power than what she had been feeling around her before.

      “There is something here,” Gavin finally said, coming over to her.

      She looked at him. She hadn’t noticed anything, but he had access to a different kind of power than she did, so it was possible she wouldn’t even know what else was there.

      “If you can feel it, you can access it,” she said.

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Maybe you need to form an enchantment,” she said to Gavin. “That’s what I’m trying to do, but this strange energy is fighting me.”

      He grunted. “Something is changing.”

      Jayna started to focus on her Toral power. “What did you do?”

      “I don’t know. These are all bralinath trees. Or the roots.”

      Bralinath? Jayna had heard about them. They were ancient trees that were said to be connected to power, though she had never spent any time around them. They were said to be powerful. And… she suspected these were the ones she had burned.

      So not her.

      “I wonder if these are from when the Ashara passed through.”

      She started off, heading toward the smoke she had seen.

      The others followed her, and when they caught up to her, she looked over her shoulder. “I’ve been looking for Eva for what feels like an eternity, and I finally catch flashes now that you are here. It doesn’t make sense. Why now?” She looked around, thinking about the stone monster. “And why have the attacks changed now?”

      “Have you been fighting with the rock monsters before we found you?”

      “No,” she said.

      Well, I had fought it once, but only briefly.

      They walked for a little while further until reaching what looked like a ridgeline looking down upon the valley with water, where she saw a bit of smoke in the distance. She wasn’t the only one who noticed.

      Gavin pointed. “How do I get over there?”

      “Every time I start walking, I end up here.”

      “Something is holding you here?”

      “Something. Someone. Some power.” Jayna shrugged. “I can’t say that I know. I can’t fight through it. I don’t know what’s holding me here.”

      She started down the hillside, fighting a few weasel creatures that jumped out of her, and she blasted through them with her Toral magic, while Gavin hacked at them with his sword. The other man, Gaspar, carved through them with a pair of knives with brutal efficiency.

      She rested for a while until something nudged her. She jumped up, raising her hand, readying the spell, but Gavin was there, holding his hands up in front of her, blocking. He pointed in the direction of the ridgeline, and she looked over, following him, and saw smoke in the distance.

      “How long has it been there?” Jayna whispered.

      “I just noticed it. I felt the heat first.”

      Jayna knew what they needed to do. She had to go after it. They set off, and when they reached where the smoke had been, there was nothing more than residual energy. She used a tracking pattern, but her web felt nothing. They continued walking, circling around, but they continued to come back to the same place. Each time they looped around, frustration built. Eventually, Gavin and Gaspar walked away, and Jayna paused to try to understand. There had to be something here.

      She stared, focusing on her detection web, but had no answer.

      “Jayna?” Gaspar said.

      She frowned and followed him over to Gavin.

      “Stand by me,” Gavin said. “I think this might be how we get out of here.”

      “What did you do?” Jayna asked, trying to see if there was any way she might be able to detect what was that he was doing. Maybe she could replicate it, but she couldn’t tell yet. Then he stepped forward.

      It was like a shroud. And as soon as they stepped through, she realized something was different. It felt like some aspect of the landscape shifted; only Jayna wasn’t quite clear about what it was. She felt it but could not see anything different. There was the pool, the grasses around it, and the rock off in the distance, but nothing more. What had she done by passing through that power?

      They circled the pool for a little while until she decided nothing more had changed—other than revealing more of the landscape. Frustration filled her as she took a seat.
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      At one point, they stopped near a pale white stone. There was a tension about the stone that struck her as striking and familiar. As she traced her hand along it, she felt a strange tingling, and then realized what it was.

      Dragon stone.

      This was what her Toral ring was made up of.

      She paused. She had known that dragon stone existed but had not seen other deposits of it. There had to be more, but how? And why here?

      “This is dragon stone. There’s something about it that is important to the Sul’toral. It’s what they used to make their connection to the Toral.”

      Gavin twisted the ring on his finger, and she realized that he had his own dragon stone ring. She hadn’t paid much mind to it before, but now that she did, she wondered which Sul’toral he served.

      Or maybe none. Maybe his connection was much like hers to Ceran.

      “Can you tell anything from it?”

      Jayna frowned, and then she began to focus on it. She used Toral magic. If this was how a connection was created between the Sul’toral and the Toral, then maybe there was some sort of a connection here. And maybe this was the source of all Sul’toral power.

      Her heart began to beat rapidly.

      As she focused on it, she sent out a faint detection web.

      She didn’t want to target the rock very much without knowing exactly what it might do to her. She poured some of that power through her, and then began to feel it fluttering, reacting, but what was more, she began to feel some strange connection forming.

      And it flowed not into the dragon stone, but out of it.

      And into her ring.

      Jayna had only ever pushed power out of her ring. That was how she controlled the Toral magic, as that was how Ceran had taught her to do so. Now it felt as if some energy flowed from the dragon stone toward her ring, filling it with power much like Eva’s Ashara smoke had filled her ring with power. In doing so, she felt a connection that she had not felt when she’d been here.

      Power surged into her. It was Toral magic. Jayna was certain of it, as the cold energy worked its way up her arms, through her chest and belly, and even up into her mind. There was some darkness to it, as she often felt when pulling upon considerable power, but this darkness was not something she struggled to overcome. She simply did.

      Why would that be?

      It didn’t matter. She needed this power. If she could gain greater control over her Toral connection, she could use that to find Eva and escape.
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      They fell into a pattern of repetition.

      Jayna had increased her connection to the Toral ring. However, she still struggled to understand why, and Gavin had somehow connected to the bralinath trees, drawing on some power through them that connected him to the El’aras side of himself. Only Gaspar had not changed.

      They had been working together, Jayna explaining enchantments to Gavin and Gaspar as well as she understood them, while learning a few different elements of El’aras enchantments from Gavin. Despite his protestations, he had known more about enchantments than he claimed. She had not worried about it before, but if she could make enchantments—and with her renewed connection to her Toral magic, she realized that she could—she might be able to do things that she could not do otherwise. Enchantments might be necessary depending upon what they encountered and what dangers existed.

      Not only had she grown more potent, but Gavin had as well, so his enchantments became more powerful, which he then lent to Gaspar. They had a strange friendship, one of irritability between the two men, and it reminded her of her friendship with Eva.

      It was that which pushed her. She needed to find Eva.

      Other than an occasional glimpse of smoke, there had been no sign of her. For that matter, there had been no sign of Lartial, though she worried he was here as well. She had pushed him into this realm after all. Maybe he’d ended up in a different place, much like Eva had ended up in a different place.

      Then one night, they found the stone monster again.

      Increasingly, it had seemed to her that the stone monsters were the key to this. They disappeared, which seemed impossible until she understood how, she wasn’t going to get anywhere, which meant they needed to follow the stone monster.

      “That’s where we need to go,” she said.

      “You want to chase after it?” Gavin asked.

      “I think we have to.”

      They followed the monster until it reached what looked like a darkened opening that reminded her all too much of one of the insides of the city, though there was no smoke or haze or anything like that about it.

      “I don’t like it,” she muttered mostly to herself.

      But the stone monster was going into the dark.

      Which meant that was where she needed to go.

      “That’s not what we need to do!” Gavin shouted.

      She ignored him.

      It was a dark but massive cave. She slowed, using some of her sorcery tied to her Toral magic to illuminate the inside of the cave, plunging ever deeper into it until she began to feel something else.

      And then she saw it—more stone monsters.

      Her light served as a beacon to them.

      The creatures attacked.

      She burst with her Toral magic, and Gavin fought with his blade, and even Gaspar managed to fight, though he was not nearly as skilled as either of them.

      And yet, he was fighting. It shouldn’t surprise her, as Gavin felt something. Energy, perhaps? He wasn’t even sure, only that what he felt continued to build around him, and it was the kind of energy that he thought he needed to be careful with, as, increasingly, there was something about it that was dangerous here.

      Then the stone monsters attacked in full.

      She had to use every bit of her power for her to fight off the stone monster, blasting at one, and sliding toward another, while Gavin was fighting near her. The creatures converged upon them through it all, but Jayna noticed something else. A hint of a glow in the distance. It seemed as if that glow was coming toward her, building with intensity, and if she were able to find something else about it, she might be able to understand just what it was, what it was doing, and maybe whether it represented Eva or not. Jayna believed that it did, but the real challenge was in knowing if it did, and if there was going to be any way that she might be able to help her friend.

      As she hurried forward, she felt another of the stone monsters lunging toward her, and she blasted, driving her hand up, sending out a wave of Toral power. She had found a connection here and had bridged to something different, greater than before, and yet she felt as if she were not fully connected to it as well as she needed to.

      Then she felt smoke swirling. A figure emerged out of the smoke.

      “What are you doing here?” Eva demanded.

      The suddenness of her startled Jayna. After all this time, finally seeing her again brought a wave of relief, though she didn’t see the same expression on Eva’s face. Was she not pleased to see her?

      “I came looking for you. The pits closed off, and I was concerned that you were stuck. And…” She shook her head. She wasn’t sure how to explain to Eva that she simply missed her friend.

      Eva came over, wrapping her in a hug, smoke swirling around her. “Thank you.” She took a deep breath and looked at Gavin and then Gaspar before motioning to them. “Let me show you to the others.”
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      Jayna looked over at Asaran, the Ashara who had fought alongside them in Nelar when Jayna had first learned of the Ashara. He was seated near Eva, and shook her head. “I don’t understand,” she said, leaning toward Eva, dropping her voice to a whisper. “You came here because you felt ancient?”

      Eva nodded and glanced over at Asaran, along with another Ashara who Jayna didn’t know but had been in the cavern where Lartial had forced them to fight. “The ancient. It’s what we have always called the source of our power. No different than how the source of the El’aras power is something similar.”

      “Well, according to Gavin,” she said, nodding to him and frowning, “I think that the source of the El’aras power is the bralinath trees.”

      “The trees?” She squinted. “Is that why they fear us so much?”

      Jayna smiled. “Probably. So we have to help the ancient?” Jayna asked, raising her voice again.

      “The ancient is trapped here,” Eva said, lowering her voice. “At least its power is. What you’ve seen are the Guardians. All power is diminished here.”

      At least that answered Jayna’s question about whether or not Eva suffered the same way she did.

      “A trap?” Gaspar asked.

      “One of the oldest of its kind,” Eva said.

      “How do you know this?” Jayna asked.

      “It’s the purpose of this place,” Eva said.

      “It’s not a connection to Ashara power?” Gavin asked.

      “It’s meant to trap whatever power was believed to be a danger.”

      Like Eva. Like Jayna.

      “We need to find a way out,” Jayna said.

      “It’s not going to be easy. You’ve seen what protects it.”

      “All of those creatures,” Jayna said.

      “All of them were brought here to protect, and we try to disperse them.”

      “What do you intend to do?” Gavin asked Eva. “You obviously had some plan. What is it?”

      “We intend to find our way toward Ashara.”

      Jayna focused on her Toral connection. There was more power than there had been in some time, which worried her, as she didn’t understand how. When she had touched that dragon stone, something had changed for her, drawing into the ring, filling her with cold energy that she had needed to try to balance, only she had not known if she could. Even now, as she felt that power, Jayna did not have control over it fully. It made her feel as she had when she had first been given the Toral ring.

      Jayna sat with Eva, while Asaran was only a few paces away, watching.

      “We can’t leave until this is done,” Asaran said.

      Eva looked over at him, and there was a flicker of irritation passed between them. “I know.”

      Jayna smiled to herself. How long had they been trapped here? Long enough for there to be a measure of comfort for both of them to get irritated with each other.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “We have been unable to get close enough to the Ashara power. The Guardians prevent us from reaching it.”

      Jayna glanced at Gavin and Gaspar. “We might not be much, but what if we provide a distraction? We do have some ability, after all.”

      “I’m not saying you don’t,” Eva said.

      “It’s not a bad idea,” Asaran said.

      “It’s not a good one either,” Eva snapped.

      “What if we let two of you go after the Ashara power, and the other four create a distraction?” Jayna hoped it would be Eva coming with her, but she wasn’t sure if Eva would feel as if she needed to be a part of freeing this Ashara power.

      “It could work,” Asaran said.

      Eva glowered at him for a moment before finally sighing and turning back to Jayna. “Thank you for coming, but you didn’t need to do this. And you don’t need to do this.”

      “I didn’t need to, but I wasn’t leaving my friend behind. Especially after you were gone as long as you were.” And now Jayna suspected that Eva had been gone far longer—at least to her. “Besides, I didn’t want to be responsible for telling Topher something had happened to you.”

      She smiled slightly at the mention of Topher. “How is he?”

      “Better than I would’ve expected. He’s really settled into Nelar.”

      “He’s always had more potential than he realizes,” she said.

      “Oh, don’t you tell him that.”

      “Let’s get to the plan,” Eva said. “Because if this works, I am ready to be out of here.”

      “Me too.”

      She joined the others, and they started talking about the plan, when Jayna started to laugh.

      “We just have to kill as many as we can.”

      “Sounds good,” Gavin said. “Where is this, Ashara?”

      She couldn’t believe he was so intent on just going in and hunting and killing, but then again, his reputation preceded him, and he was a Chain Breaker, so maybe she shouldn’t be surprised by that.

      “In the heart of the prison,” Asaran said.

      “So what would you have us do?” Jayna said.

      “Spread around the periphery and then attack,” Asaran said.

      “It sounds reasonable enough,” Jayna said, yet she wasn’t sure if that was going to be smart to do.

      Eva looked over. “If you’re ready, then we begin.”

      Jayna felt like she should be better prepared than she was, but now that she had power, she didn’t worry as much as she would have before. Perhaps that had been the key to her escape?

      “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      Eva held her gaze for a moment. “We’ve been trapped here for years. We are ready.”

      Years. That meant that what Gavin had told her about time passing differently here was accurate. What must it have been like for Eva?

      Years.

      It explained why there seemed to be strange darkness in her eyes as she looked at her. It explained the quiet, along with the agitation, that Eva had.

      “What would you like to do?”

      “We need to get to the Ashara power,” Eva said. “You and the others can serve as a distraction. I thought that you use one of your Jayna specials.”

      “One of my specials?”

      “You know, destructive, explosive magic.”

      Jayna smiled. “I think I can do that.”

      Eva, Asaran, and the other Ashara guided them until they reached a cavern where Jayna was acutely aware of power radiating from the distance. It created something tight and uncomfortable for her, leaving her feeling as if she would quickly be overwhelmed.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “You keep the Guardians distracted,” Asaran said. “We will get to Ashara.”

      Eva looked at her. “Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I can be.”

      The Ashara slipped away, leaving Jayna with Gavin and Gaspar.

      “How big of an explosion do we start with?” Jayna asked, looking over at Gavin.

      “We need to call them here, right?”

      “Sounds about right to me,” Jayna said.

      She sent a burst of white light up into the sky, followed by several streaks of the starburst pattern, and then the fire blasted outward.

      “I hope you don’t waste your power on that,” Gavin said.

      While trapped here, that would have been a waste at one point. Now that she had connected once again to the Toral connection, it was not so bad. “Those are pretty easy spells,” she said.

      Power swirled around them.

      It was the kind of power Jayna had been aware of when she’d been here, though it was always distant. Now she felt it acutely, that energy beginning to press upon her. Maybe it was simply that she had connected more to her Toral ring, and that in doing so, she had gained insight, or maybe something had changed.

      Three stick-like creatures darted toward her.

      Those were easy. Jayna hooked power around them, and then pushed out with the blade of pure magic and carved through them. Gavin fought alongside her, his sword moving faster than she had ever seen anyone move before. He intrigued her. If not trapped in the prison realm, she might even find him…

      She pushed those thoughts away.

      A dozen smaller creatures came toward her, looking like balls of black fur and fangs. She used her Toral magic, twisted it into a sorcery spell of the starburst pattern, and blasted at them. They were pushed back.

      More creatures came at her, many of them too fast for her to react. She used her blade of light to cut many of them in half, but also resorted to the magic ball spell to push back on these creatures. The starburst pattern was as effective as anything, as it created blinding light that forced these creatures away from them.

      She had not used her magic in quite this way in a long time. It was exhilarating, if she were honest with herself. She enjoyed the danger and fighting all of these dark creatures as quickly as possible. With that, she enjoyed fighting alongside others of similar skill.

      She used spell after spell, battling monsters she didn’t even have names for, when an enormous creature came lumbering toward her. She shot a burst of light, and everything within her went cold.

      The creature coming at her was enormous. Powerful. And this kind was supposed to be mythical. It had eight arms and eight legs, all of them with three fingers, enormous claws, and a strange spiky hide. It emanated energy in a way that left Jayna feeling uneasy. The thing was gargantuan, towering far above her, radiating a sense of power beyond what she had ever felt before.

      “That’s a tistalt.”

      “So you think that is the true Guardian?”

      “Gods, I hope so,” Jayna said. “If we call them off, we might be able to give Eva and Asaran a chance to do what they need to.”

      And so, she had to fight.

      Jayna had no idea what they needed to do other than give Eva and Asaran time.

      A time for what?

      She didn’t see anything. She could feel the energy, but there was darkness nearby. The other tistalt that she saw seemed to surround the Ashara. That was surprising, but maybe it shouldn’t be. Maybe they were driven to defend that massive power. Jayna kept thinking that she would catch a glimpse of smoke and flame, the way that Eva often used her magic, but there was no sign of it.

      What would they find then?

      The tistalt didn’t give her an opportunity to question any longer. It came racing toward her, attacking with a furious intensity. Jayna wasn’t even sure if it was a dark creature, as her ring didn’t throb the way it would if it happened to be one. Her ring hadn’t been throbbing at all while fighting these creatures.

      That thought almost made her pause.

      But then she saw Eva and Asaran straining to get through the other tistalt.

      Jayna had to help.

      She blasted a burst of power into the creature’s side. It was hulking and had a horned head, massive, glowing eyes, and long club-like arms, though they were ended with long, sharp nails. It reminded her of the stone monster in size, but was not nearly as slow.

      Every time she sent a blast of magic at the creature, she could feel something pushing back against her, resisting her, despite everything she was putting into it.

      She sent attack after attack and was pushed backward, forced away, though she didn’t see Eva. There was considerable power here. Gavin was fighting and helping the other Ashara who had been injured, dragging her back, and Gaspar tried, but he couldn’t do much.

      Against a tistalt, none of them would be able to.

      The massive form of the tistalt continued to attack.

      That wasn’t even the worst thing. Other tistalts were coming their way.

      They were going to be trapped. She had to buy Eva and Asaran time.

      She had no idea if it was going to work or if they could succeed, but she needed to give her friend the time she needed. She focused on blasting as much of her Toral power as she could. Ever since connecting to that dragon stone, she had more strength than she had even before coming to this place. It was not just that she was no longer limited, though she suspected she was. It was that she had the power she had not possessed before. When she returned to the normal world, Jayna wasn’t sure how much power she would have.

      The creature came toward her, but her Toral magic slammed into it repeatedly. She didn’t use any sort of focused magic against it, as she wasn’t sure if there was anything she could do. Instead, she released unfocused magic.

      It forced the creature back.

      The creature swung one arm at her, and Jayna tried to fight it back, but she was not quick enough. Gavin swept his blade forward, offering her a measure of protection she hadn’t known she needed, cleaving through the creature’s hide.

      This thing was too powerful.

      And it was only one of many.

      They weren’t going to succeed here. The Ashara had wanted to get to that power, drawn by Ashara magic, but Jayna didn’t think that would be possible.

      And she wanted to protect her friend.

      She had this Toral power. It was an incredible amount of power. She pulled it through the ring, and then an idea came to her. What if she could use that power, connect to what she knew of Ceran, and force the connection to help her transition back? She hadn’t considered it before because she hadn’t possessed the strength to do it. Now that she did, Jayna wondered if it might make all the difference she needed.

      She had already created a linking spell of a sort to Ceran. It hadn’t worked before she had come here, but some of that was tied to how she had not been strong enough to use it. Since coming here, she wondered if perhaps it would be strong enough.

      Gavin was pushed back, as was Gaspar. Somewhere distantly, she had the sense of Eva and Asaran fighting. The other Ashara, injured, struggled nearby.

      She couldn’t wait.

      The only way that she could think of helping was by linking to the others. Jayna used her Toral magic, though she used a sorcery spell, linking to Eva first. As soon as she did, she realized something from Eva.

      Eva looked over at her. She shook her head. And then, with a swirl of smoke, understanding came through the linking spell she had formed with Eva.

      The power that they had been chasing was not there. There was some energy in it, but there was no sign of the Ashara.

      They had to go. Staying any longer was dangerous, and Jayna was not willing to risk all of them for this pursuit any longer. Not if she could find any way out. The monsters around them were too powerful.

      She linked to all of them, focused on her Toral connection, and then used her linking spell to Char to try to find a way back. There was a directionality. Not up, not as she had expected.

      It was down. How was that possible?

      Maybe it didn’t matter.

      She looked at everybody around her. Then she hurriedly looped the Toral power she had drawn through her ring and connected them to each other. She waited until she was certain that she had a connection to them, layering on a bit of sorcery through her Toral magic so that she could create something of a linking spell to each of them, and then pulled using the newfound power of the Toral magic so that she could connect toward Ceran, drawing herself through.

      There was power, and then a strange sputtering sense.

      Finally, she began to feel pressure. Something was squeezing, constricting, that she had felt before.

      For a moment, she debated fighting, but she knew she should not. That squeezing was her way back. Someone cried out nearby, and she continued to pull on that power, drawing it into her, as they continued to squeeze.

      And then sunlight.
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      Jayna breathed in and hurriedly sat up, tracing a protective pattern, debating using the linking spell to connect to Char before deciding against it. Not until she knew where she was—and what they were still facing.

      “Where are we?” Gaspar asked.

      They were in a field of broken stone. Strangely, there was a sense of power around them. Jayna had no idea where they were, but her power seemed to have fully returned. Not just her Toral magic, which had improved while she was in that prison realm, but now she had an overwhelming sense of sorcery. It was almost too much.

      “It seems like we’re out of that prison,” Gavin said.

      “Which means they succeeded,” Jayna said, striding up from behind them.

      It was better that Gavin did not learn that everything they had done was for nothing. Everything Eva had chased was gone. She tried to look confident, but Jayna did not feel any confidence for the first time in a while.

      The other Ashara was injured, and smoke streamed out of her. Jayna waved her hand, then tried something that she had learned from Char, pressing her hand on Sharaaz’s eyes, and slowly, gradually, the smoke began to ease until it faded altogether.

      “I should’ve probably tried that before,” Jayna said, “but I wasn’t sure if it was going to work. Even if it did, I didn’t know if it was going to hold.”

      “We need to get back to Yoran,” Gavin said. “I don’t know how long it’s been or how long we’ve been away….”

      “We need to get to Eva and Asaran.” The problem was that she didn’t know how to find them, as it was possible that they could have come out anywhere. “How do you intend to get us to your city?” Jayna asked.

      “I have something for that purpose.”

      He pulled something out of his pocket that looked like a folded piece of paper shaped something like a dragon. Gavin pushed power out of himself and into the enchantment. It began to unfold, stretching and becoming something different—a full-sized dragon, of all things. The color of the paper took on almost a yellow quality, and spikes along his back looked sharp and dangerous.

      The eyes turned toward her, as if watching her.

      She twisted her ring, feeling for the power. “Gods,” she muttered, “it’s so painful. The power is so much more. The Toral ring has always connected me to Ceran, but now it’s like I’m bound to some power directly.” She fiddled with her ring for a moment before looking up at Gavin. “And maybe that was a mistake.” It was going to make everything more difficult. She nodded to the paper dragon. “That can get us back?”

      “It can, and quickly,” he said.

      They climbed onto the dragon’s back, carrying the strange power of enchantment. Jayna wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, only that it was an unfamiliar kind of enchantment. As she settled in, she looked over at Gavin.

      “If you are right, and a Sul’toral attack is still taking place…” Jayna found that difficult for her to comprehend, given that she had been traveling with Gavin for what felt like a week. “…what will we need to do?”

      “Either destroy them,” he said, regarding her for a moment, “or scare them away. At this point, I don’t care which it is. I suppose I’d prefer to destroy them, so we don’t have to face them again.”

      “Unless another replaces them,” Jayna said.

      “They’d have to access that power, wouldn’t they?”

      Jayna shrugged. She wasn’t exactly sure what it took to become Sul’toral, though she had faced quite a few of them. She let out a sigh and settled into trying to focus on her power, twisting her Toral ring, and feeling as if there was more energy within it than there had been before. When she had connected to the dragon stone in the prison realm, it instilled strength in her. She hadn’t been sure if it would persist here, but she was thankful that it seemed to have done so.

      They came to land outside of a massive city. Jayna had traveled to Yoran a few times before, though that had been when she had been chasing power and had first dealt with Gavin, thinking him an enemy. The city itself was odd, despising magic but possessing impressive amounts of it.

      On the city's outskirts, a sequence of enchantments and sorcery spells created a series of protective patterns around it, layering power that practically pulsed off of it. Enchantments that reminded her of what they had faced in the prison realm lumbered across the landscape, battling with other enchantments. She felt sorcery, but wasn’t sure if it was from the Society—which she doubted, as Char and the others on the council would not have permitted it—or from Toral and Sul’toral. She had her answer as she found a man not far from them wearing a dark cloak, a sinister sneer on his face.

      A Sul’toral. She didn’t know which one this was, but she sensed power from him.

      “You escaped. Interesting.”

      “You didn’t think I would?” Gavin asked.

      “It is not meant for escape. Not for one such as yourself.”

      “What about one such as her?” Gavin stepped to the side.

      Jayna looked at the Sul’toral—that was what he had to be—and unleashed a wave of rippling energy. She used a mixture of the starburst pattern and the snake spell, combining the two in a blast of energy that was designed to try to overpower him. She’d even pushed some of her Toral connection into it.

      The man held out his hand and absorbed it.

      “He’s a Sul’toral,” she said. “Even with the bloodstone, I struggle against them.”

      “Work with Sharaaz. The two of you deal with this one. I’m going to take on the others. Do whatever you did when we were in that prison.”

      The Sul’toral turned to her, and Jayna focused on him, deciding she did not have to deal with him in the traditional ways. Time in the prison realm had changed her connection to her Toral magic, and her time without sorcery had made her far more aware of that power. Now she thought she might be able to use it differently than she ever had before.

      She focused on the Sul’toral. He looked at her, a lazy grin on his face.

      “Interesting. And who are you with?”

      “Oh, no one of consequence,” she said, and then began to focus on her magic ball spell, looping a burst of power around herself. She launched Toral power at the Sul’toral, which should not be normal enough, but her power had changed.

      A hint of smoke swirled, not as much as Eva would use, but Jayna also drew that into the bloodstone. The combination linked her magic together.

      The magic ball spell wasn’t going to be enough to stop this Sul’toral, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have other techniques to try. She could use the magic ball to keep the Sul’toral from reaching her, but another form of power was necessary to do something of much consequence to stop him for good or to chase him away.

      Then she unleashed a massive fireball. She wove the fireball together with sorcery and added a hint of Toral power. Then, as the fireball blasted toward him, she pushed more and more Toral power into it, and finally added smoke coming off of the Ashara. The combination of that power blasted at the Sul’toral.

      He attempted to resist, but she poured every bit of energy that she had connected to in the prison realm that blasted through him, ripping him into different pieces. For a moment, flickers of light radiated from him, but then they disappeared. She had a sense of power bursting around her before it faded into nothingness.

      She took a deep breath, looking up at the sky for a moment while tamping down the cold that surged through her, trying to ignore that power. Gavin continued fighting nearby, his sword a blazing series of patterns that seemed to create energy all on its own.

      Eva strode toward her, drawing Jayna’s attention.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Did it work?”

      “It was bound power. Ultimately. Perhaps an ancient, or perhaps something else. Whatever it was, I’m not entirely sure what to make of it, only that….” She pierced her palms, blood dripped, and then smoke flowed from her, and for a moment, Jayna caught sight of wings that spread out from her. It was the most that Eva had managed to manifest the ability to change forms. The Ashara should have that ability, but Jayna had never seen Eva doing such a thing.

      “Is that a memory, or are you simply showing that you have gained more power?”

      “The gaps in my memory are still there,” Eva said. “Maybe they always will be.” She looked over at the charred remains of the Sul’toral that Jayna had blasted. “I think they did something to me, though perhaps over time I can regain some aspect of it, but I don’t know what it’s going to take. Still, it is more a matter of power.”

      Asaran showed up behind her. “It was gone.”

      Jayna nodded. “I know. I connected to Eva. I felt…” Jayna wasn’t even sure how to describe what she had felt, only that the power they had gone after had not been there.

      “I don’t know what it means. I fear that we’ve lost.”

      “We never had it, so we lost nothing,” Eva said softly.

      “Perhaps.”

      “Are you going to be, okay?” Jayna asked.

      “In time,” Asaran said. “I need to find answers for myself.” He looked at Eva, nodded, and then with a flash of smoke, disappeared, looking for a moment as if he were some massive bird—or a dragon, she realized—and then he faded into the distance.

      “That would be useful to be able to travel like that,” Jayna said.

      “I’m not so sure you would be able to travel like that.”

      “Well, I’d still like to try. What now for you?”

      Eva looked over and took a deep breath. Smoke still streamed from her, though it was a bit of smoke that was faint, with a wispy sense, and within it was a bit of a certain kind of power that Jayna could scarcely follow.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Will you return with me?”

      “For now. But eventually, I might need to go back to my people.”

      Jayna had considered saying something about how they were not necessarily her people, but that wasn’t true. They were her people, even if Eva didn’t remember them. And Eva deserved to have that opportunity to understand better her people, who she was, and what she was. Jayna wasn’t going to be the one to take that from her.

      “What about you?” Eva asked.

      “Well, my first plan had been to come for you. I suppose the next order of business is to get back to the city, figure out whether the King needs me for anything else, or…” She twisted her Toral ring, and as she did, she could feel the power bubbling within it, a power that was greater than what she had felt before. “I can’t shake the feeling that I still need to go after Ceran, to figure out what they did to him. It was a prison, right?”

      “A prison,” Eva said.

      “But I didn’t find Ceran there. Or Lartial, for that matter.”

      She hadn’t thought much of him while she was in the prison realm, but there had been no sign of him. Even once she found Eva and the other Ashara, no sign of him had been there. What did that mean?

      “No,” Eva said.

      “Unless the power I found is Ceran.” Jayna continued twisting her ring, focusing on it, and trying to make sense of it. “What’s strange is that I feel as if I’m better connected to him than I have been in a while, yet at the same time having no connection to him. Does that make any sort of sense?”

      Eva started to laugh. “Well, not particularly, but then again, you and your connection to him have always been strange to me.”

      “Like you’re the one to talk.”

      “We should say goodbye to Gavin,” Eva said.

      “We definitely should,” Jayna said.

      Eva arched her eyebrow. “Definitely? I suppose he is pretty enough. For you.”

      “Just for me?”

      “Oh, I like mine prettier.”

      “Like Topher.”

      “Well, Topher is quite pretty.”

      “Maybe Gavin will let us borrow one of his enchantments to get back to the city.”

      She made her way over to Gavin, who scanned the landscape all around them. His eyes had narrowed, and something almost uneasy about his expression left her thinking that perhaps he was more concerned about what they had encountered than he had let on.

      “I suppose you are leaving.”

      “We are. It’s time.”

      He flicked his gaze toward the city. “I’ve only been gone a few moments here, but it feels like….”

      “I understand,” Jayna said, looking over at Eva and wondering how it felt to her. It would have been much longer for Eva. “I’d like to talk to you soon. About the Sul’toral,” she added hurriedly.

      “I would like that,” he said.

      “I don’t suppose you could spare one of those paper dragons.”

      He started to laugh, reaching into his pocket, and handing it to her. “They really are impressive. Be careful with it. Don’t let it get hurt.”

      Jayna made her way over to Gaspar and tipped her head to him. “Thank you for your help. And take care of him.”

      “The boy needs help, doesn’t he?” Gaspar said.

      “Sometimes friends need to make sure that we don’t do something we shouldn’t,” Jayna said.

      She glanced over at where Eva and Gavin shared a quiet word.

      “What about you? What shouldn’t you be doing?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll let you know what I figure out.”

      Gaspar nodded.

      When Eva and Gavin were done, she and Jayna climbed onto the enchantment and took off to head back to Ishan.
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      Jayna sat across from Eva inside her small home in the city. She had a bottle of wine resting on the table in front of them, though Eva had not opened it. She had a sense from Eva that she was still troubled by what she had gone through.

      As soon as they reached the city, Jayna headed toward the central market where she bought food and drink, eating until her stomach finally felt full, something that had not been the case for what had seemed like an eternity. Strangely, as Gavin had claimed, not much time had passed here. A day, not much more than that. For Eva, she had been gone for years. Now they sat together, sharing a bottle of wine.

      “What is it?” Jayna asked.

      “It just feels like so much time has passed, yet coming back here, no time has passed. Doesn’t that strike you as a problem?”

      “Well, you do look a little older, you know.”

      “I’ve always looked older than you do. You’re like a baby, which I’m sure is difficult for you.”

      “Thank you,” Jayna said, pulling the bottle of wine over, taking the top off, pouring a glass, and setting it in front of Eva. “I really appreciate you recognizing the difficulty I’ve been going through.”

      Eva looked down at the wine. “You know, a glass of wine would be wonderful.” She lifted it, sniffed it, and then swirled it briefly. When she was done, she set the glass back down on the table, looking over at Jayna. “It doesn’t feel right.”

      “The wrong vintage?”

      “Me,” Eva said.

      “Well, I think that’s going to change over time, so give it that time.”

      “I understand,” Eva said. “And I do think I will recover; it’s just that I feel… maybe more complete?” She shrugged, shaking her head. “It’s strange to describe it, as I’m not exactly sure what to make of it or how much is just the transition back. When we were first there, we were separated from our power for so long….” She closed her eyes, and smoke swirled around her. “I suspect most of it is tied to that change.”

      “I feel something similar. It feels like I am still connected to Ceran, though he doesn’t respond as he did before.”

      “Maybe his leaving you alone is intentional. Perhaps he’s decided you no longer need him.”

      “I might not need him, but I think he needs me.”

      “Perhaps he does,” Eva said.

      Jayna sat for a moment, twisting the Toral ring, feeling the power within it, a power that was different and more significant than what she had felt in quite some time. She downed her wine, setting the glass down, eliciting Eva's strange look.

      “I should let Char know I’m back,” she said.

      “You haven’t? I thought you had this connection to him that he could feel.”

      “I learned to shield him, as it was the best thing to do for my sanity. I don’t need Char digging into my mind when I didn’t want him to be there.”

      “Do you ever want him there?”

      “Not really,” Jayna said, shrugging. “But it’s Char, and I do feel like I can’t push him away completely, as he is my oldest friend.”

      Eva took a sip of her wine, not drinking as quickly as she once had, seemingly savoring the flavor. “There was a time when I thought the two of you would be more than friends.”

      “I think Char felt the same way.”

      “I said there was a time. Mostly because of you. He doesn’t look at you like that,” she said. “He looks at you as if he’s hurt most of the time. Well, he used to look at you as if you were hurt most of the time, but now he looks at you as if he’s waiting for you to do something. Or maybe be something. I don’t know which one it is.”

      “I know. We, humans, are so difficult for you to read.”

      “And I have flashes of memories of my own,” Eva said, looking over at Jayna. “When I was there, I started to have memories that seemed to form more completely than I had previously. I remember somebody else, somebody younger, and I remember something and someone I cared about.” Eva smiled tightly. “It leaves me wondering if I lost somebody important to me.”

      Eva had rarely spoken about these sorts of things, and rarely admitted that there was a time before the two of them had ever met. Eva’s memories were such that she often couldn’t recall anything more from that time, so Jayna had come to know that she should not press her friend, nor should she hold off if Eva were willing to talk about something.

      “Did Asaran help you?”

      “Asaran thinks that my loss of memories is inconvenient but little more than that. He thinks it will help me maintain my focus for what I need to do, though, in his mind, he’s not exactly sure what I need to do.”

      “How many Ashara remain?”

      “We are isolated. Even that’s something I remember, though the isolation is difficult to recall, as I don’t know just how isolated we are. Do we have cities? Villages? Do we have a cave we stay in?” She shook her head. “I don’t remember any of that. It’s strange. The memories I have are memories of power in some way, but not memories of anything more than that.”

      “What does Asaran remember?”

      “He remembers more. But he doesn’t remember as much as I had hoped.” She shook her head. “And I kept hoping that perhaps he would know things that would help and guide me, and that he would share something with me, but unfortunately, he never did.” She took another sip of wine. “And maybe he simply did not know, or simply could not tell me. Or perhaps it was something else. Maybe he fears telling me. Maybe he’s afraid of sharing with me because he’s afraid of revealing something.”

      “Or maybe he’s afraid of losing you.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that,” Eva said. “The two of us will never be anything more than similar, nothing more than that.”

      “You can be similar, but you can find him pretty,” Jayna said.

      “Perhaps,” she said. “But is it strange that I don’t?”

      “You like who you like,” Jayna said.

      “I know,” Eva said. “And I feel like I should like one of my own kind, but I also feel so separated from them, so different from them that I don’t even know if I am truly one of the Ashara anymore.”

      “Even though your power has been restored, and you are so much more than you ever were before?”

      “Even then,” Eva said. “I’m not even sure what to make of everything that happened over there, Jayna. I went thinking that we would find Ashara power. That was what we felt. But there was just… nothing. I don’t know what it means.” She breathed out heavily and looked over at Jayna, offering a hint of a smile. “Don’t go spreading that around.”

      “Don’t worry. All of my Ashara friends will be informed.” She nodded to the door. “I really need to go and talk to the King, as I have to discuss with him where I’ve been and that I might be gone for a little while longer.”

      “When you’re back, I’d like to talk about your brother and everything that you went through.”

      “Of course,” Jayna said, realizing that her brother had been back so long that she had sort of forgotten about it, forgotten about telling Eva about it, but Eva had been there with her, hunting for signs and evidence of Jonathan the entire time Jayna had been looking for him. How had she allowed herself to forget that? How had she allowed herself to keep it from Eva? It was a mistake that she had. And it was a mistake she needed to correct.

      “I could stay, tell you about him and how he has settled back into the city.”

      “Another time,” Eva said. “I think I would love to hear more about it.”

      Jayna smiled. “I’ll tell you everything.”

      She headed out, making her way to the city and the palace. It remained difficult for her to feel as if no time had passed when so much had changed for her. She traced a tracking spell, having used them so often while in the prison realm, thinking that maybe with her augmented Toral magic, she might be able to find some evidence of Ceran, but came across nothing. The emptiness left her unsettled. She didn’t like it.

      The city was quiet and vacant. As she headed into the palace, she was greeted by William, who caught her arm as if he’d been waiting for her.

      “What happened?”

      She frowned. “That’s right. You were supposed to come with me.”

      “The creature grabbed you, pulled you down, and I couldn’t get to you. I tried to separate things, but it was almost as if it solidified some sort of defense against me. I’ve never seen anything like that before. My ability to get through magic is more than that.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to leave you behind. I really could have used somebody like you.” She took a deep breath. “I found her. Eva. It took… well, a month or so of my time, and it took help, but I found her. And she’s back.”

      William watched her. He flicked his gaze to the side, looking around before pulling her off to the side of the entrance to the palace and shaking his head. “What do you mean a month?”

      “I was in some other realm,” she said, picking her words carefully as she explained what happened. However, she avoided telling him about releasing some additional power for herself, Gavin, and Eva. Jayna didn’t know what that meant, only that the three of them had connected to their power differently, far greater than it had been before. That seemed significant to her, though she wasn’t sure why it would be the case or what it meant that the three of them had connected to different kinds of power. Then again, that realm was some sort of a prison realm, and with that being the case, they likely were kept from reaching power, or perhaps that power was kept from reaching this world. “And now we are back. It seems that time was different there. As for Eva, she was there for over a year, and me… I was there for over a month, and then this other pair was only there for a few days.”

      “Why would there be something like that?”

      “I think you’re asking good questions, but unfortunately, I don’t have the answer, as I don’t know why that would be anything like that. Why would power be like that?”

      “No. Power is one thing, but this is holding power, isn’t it? What reason would there be for there to be an entire realm, a world, like that?”

      “I don’t know. If he's returned, I’d love to ask your scholar about that.”

      “It’s only been a short while here, Jayna,” he said.

      “Of course,” Jayna said. She let out a heavy sigh and looked over at him before turning to the stairs. “I’m going to go talk to your brother.”

      “He’s not here. He went out as well.”

      “Let me guess. With the scholar?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t you normally keep an eye on him?”

      “Normally,” he said.

      “And the fact that he’s gone and didn’t tell you where he’s going has bothered you.”

      “A little bit,” he said.

      “Of course it does,” she said, chuckling. “Well then, maybe I should check in with Char.”

      Though as she focused on the linking spell between her and Char, Jayna could feel that there was something there; there was an absence, almost an energy that seemed to be missing, that left her with a strange emptiness.

      Char was blocking her.

      Maybe it was best for Char to keep a distance from her until she better understood what was going on with Ceran. At first, she felt she was responsible for the difficulties he’d faced, but she also knew that without her, the Sul’toral would still lead the Society.

      “What is it?” William asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve taken out the Fates, taken out Dorian. I’ve taken out this unnamed Sul’toral. Gavin took out at least one, maybe more than one. So we’re getting to fewer numbers than there had been before.” She felt as if she were rambling, but William didn’t make any comment about that.

      “What happens when they’re all defeated?”

      “That’s a great question,” she said. “I don’t know.”

      She had thought the connection to Sarenoth needed to be severed, but given what she felt when she reached for that Toral power and through it to Sarenoth himself, she wondered if it was the power that was the danger or the person using it. And if it was just the person using it, then maybe it didn’t matter so much that she had it. Perhaps what really needed to happen was that somebody else needed to be connected to that.

      “You know what, maybe all I need is rest more than anything else.”

      “When you’re ready to do whatever you need to do next, I will help.”

      She held his gaze. “I might have to take you up on that.”

      She headed up the stairs and into a room, waving off any of the servants who tried to help, before heading in and taking a seat. She was exhausted but realized she hadn’t done something that she had intended to the moment that she returned, though then again, she had been a bit distracted, dealing with Sul’toral and other dangerous things, so that she had not had the opportunity to really try to reach out to Topher.

      She pulled the enchantment out of her pocket and focused on it. She was tired, and as she could feel that power within the enchantment, she probed, pushing out some of her own power until the enchantment activated. As it did, she waited for a moment, thinking that Topher would respond right away, but there was nothing but quiet.

      It was unlike him.

      She sat for a little while, and then she tried again, pushing a bit more power out from her until she could activate the enchantment. As she did, she began to feel some of that energy flowing into it, and she pushed more through it, sending a surge of power. Finally, she felt a response.

      “Jayna?”

      “There you are,” she said. “I have been trying to get a hold of you.”

      “Is everything alright? We just talked the other night. And I am in the middle of a council meeting. Me. Can you believe that?”

      “I can. And there’s somebody else who can believe it.”

      There is a moment of silence when Topher’s voice comes through. “Eva?”

      “I found her. She’s back.”

      “Thank the gods. Is she…”

      “She’s unharmed,” she said.

      “I’m coming,” he said.

      “Give her some time. She’s still adjusting.” She explained what had happened, and how quite a bit of time had passed for Eva, whereas here, it had not been nearly as long. When she was done, she could practically feel the anxiety from Topher.

      “Then she needs to see somebody she knows,” he said. “Don’t try to talk me out of it.”

      “Of course not,” she said.

      “And the good news is I have found another enchantment that should get me there quickly.”

      “I can’t wait to see.”

      “What about you?”

      “Well, I need to find Ceran. So I’m going to be leaving soon. I don’t know when, and I don’t know where it’s going to bring me, but that’s what I need to do.”

      “And Eva?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “Then it’s even more important that I get there for her. If she doesn’t go with you.”

      “You know what, Topher? I think you’re right.”

      She squeezed her hand around the enchantment, and though he had gone silent, she did feel better knowing he was coming. Eva would go as well.

      She drifted, and as she did, she had strange dreams that were tied to the prison realm. But within those dreams, there was something else.

      A sense of power where it felt like she had missed something.
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      Jayna was making her way through the city, heading toward Eva’s home, when she detected a distinct sense of power. At first, she wasn’t even sure what it was that she picked up on, but the longer she stood in place, focusing on that energy, the more Jayna realized it came from something familiar to her. It was just that she had not had to detect magic in the last few weeks, so now it felt strange. It took her a moment to realize what it was, the sneak using her facade.

      She erected her own illusion in front of herself and stepped back into the darkness of the storefronts. She had created a masking of power around herself. Though she wasn’t entirely sure if this other sneak had any way of seeing past her power, she doubted it. Then again, when she had seen her before, Jayna had suspected that the young woman had detected her power. Surprisingly enough, she must have, as she had seemed as if she were focusing on what Jayna did.

      Then she saw Jonathan.

      He didn’t have the cane he had before, and though he was sneaking through the streets, he wasn’t trying to mask himself anyway. He was dressed in a dark-gray jacket and pants, the kind of clothing she imagined a thief would wear, and yet there was something else about him that she couldn’t quite place.

      A weariness?

      Jonathan turned toward her.

      She backed into the darkness. It felt like she’d been gone for a month, but it had only been a day, or similar to a day, concerning what was taking place here.

      She debated what she should do. Her brother had some talent, and she wasn't sure whether it was a magical talent of his own or the ability to see magic, as it seemed to be simply. And at this point, she wasn’t even sure if it mattered. The fact that he had the magic of his own was all she cared about. For so long, she had felt different from her brother, having had no interest in his line of work, stealing, conning, and generally causing problems for other people. If her brother did have some connection to magic, they wouldn’t be so dissimilar as she had believed.

      A probing of power came toward her. At first, it was a fumbling, faltering sense, but increasingly, that detection became more confident and competent.

      She stepped forward, releasing her facade.

      “Jayna,” Jonathan said, stepping toward her and glancing at the other woman, who backed away, immediately erecting a facade around herself. “Have you been following me?”

      “I don’t know. Is there a reason I should be?”

      Jonathan seemed almost angry with her.

      Then again, why wouldn’t he be? She had manipulated him, using him to get to Vileforn, the wealthy merchant who had been plotting against the King, and who she’d discovered trying to not only steal from the King’s tax receipts but also plan an uprising. She had managed to manipulate a few things, but that had been a little easier than she had anticipated.

      “I want to check on my brother,” she said.

      He grunted. “Really? Are you so concerned about me?”

      “I wanted to make sure you were well. Is that so wrong?”

      He snorted again. “It’s not wrong. I just find it unlikely. What are you really here for?”

      She took a deep breath. “How are you?”

      “You know how I am.

      She swept her gaze around. She didn’t see the facade from the sneak, which impressed her. That suggested a level of control that was beyond what she would’ve expected from most.

      “She left,” Jonathan said.

      “Did she?”

      “I don’t want her to run into any difficulty with you, so I’m protecting her from you.”

      “I’m not going to harm your team.” Jonathan frowned and arched a brow at her, and Jayna shrugged. “I only want what’s best for you. Besides, didn’t I let you keep the wealth that you took?”

      “You let me?”

      “Essentially,” she said. “And the King would have let you, even if it wasn’t me.”

      “I didn’t realize I had to ask permission to keep my take in a job.”

      “Well, considering the kind of jobs you’ve pulled, at least before you were in prison, I think you do need to be thankful the King didn’t press the issue.”

      He snorted. “Is that why you’re here? Did you want to make sure I’m not doing anything to upset the King? I wouldn’t want you to lose your job.”

      She smiled tightly, as her brother didn’t—and couldn’t—know that she didn’t really care about her job in the palace. As far as he knew, she was dependent upon it, because she needed the job so that she could have access to the King’s wealth and resources. That was only partly true.

      “Vileforn has been locked away. I believe in the same prison you once were in.”

      He frowned. “I suppose I should be thankful for that.”

      “He’s not going anywhere.”

      Jonathan breathed out heavily. “I’m not concerned about Vileforn. It’s the other one. You remember him, don’t you? The one you told me not to be concerned about?”

      “Heziah?” She waved a hand. “He’s a sorcerer of some talent, but….”

      “He’s more than just a sorcerer of some talent. He’s powerful.”

      There was something about the way Jonathan suggested the sorcerer’s power that left her thinking maybe she needed to understand better the threat he might pose to her brother. She hadn’t paid much attention to it before now, as he had been useful, and she wasn’t terribly concerned about some vagrant member of the Society, as Heziah had been reported to be. Perhaps that was a mistake.

      She had dismissed her brother’s concern, especially as she had known that he didn’t care much for the Society in general and suspected that his irritation with the sorcerer was simply because he was dealing with a sorcerer, and not because he was any sort of danger to him. Perhaps she had misread that.

      “I can look into him, if that would make you feel better. He has been neutralized.”

      Jonathan snorted. “I doubt that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he just tried to hire me for a job.”

      That surprised her. A sorcerer who’d been involved with Vileforn would likely have run, especially if they had been a part of the coup attempt. That this Heziah did not suggest, he was either not afraid or perhaps was part of a greater play here than what she’d known. Maybe Vileforn was little more than a piece in some greater scheme.

      If I weren’t leaving the city, it would be something to look into.

      But was she leaving the city? Eva was back. She hadn’t been able to track Ceran. And she still had the King and his plans for her. Maybe she could stay.

      “What is the job?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “And I don’t intend to take it.”

      “I thought you liked all jobs.”

      Jonathan crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, considering I now have access to far more wealth than I ever did before, there simply isn’t the need, is there?”

      “I see.”

      “Anyway. I’m going.”

      “Back to your tavern?”

      “You have been watching me.”

      “You’ve been brazenly obvious in your movements,” she said.

      Jonathan looked over, and she debated how much she should tell him, and whether she should admit that she checked in on him regularly, as she didn’t know if that would upset him or not. Knowing Jonathan…

      Well, Jayna realized she didn’t know Jonathan.

      Even before he’d been in prison, she hadn’t really known her brother, much like he hadn’t known her. He’d wanted to pull her into his jobs, and she’d come to believe that all he cared about were those jobs, earning money and screwing over those who had more than him. And maybe that was all he cared about, but since he’d been out, she’d seen him protecting those of his team. Matthew, primarily. But then there was a young woman. And she didn’t even think Jonathan had a romantic interest in her. She had to be at least ten years younger than him, if not more, and she liked to think that her brother wasn’t willing to take advantage of somebody like that. Then there was this older man. A locksmith. Or a lock pick. She wasn’t sure which it was, only that he had been critical to getting into the vault and stealing from Vileforn. Jonathan had taken care of them all in his own way.

      Why had he never done anything like that for me?

      “Well, I would much rather not have you were watching me, if that’s all the same to you,” Jonathan said. “But if you need to, I have a new place. It’s not far from here.” He pointed up the road, and Jayna frowned, looking along the street and realizing that the homes in this part of the city were far nicer than she would’ve expected. Then again, Jonathan had access to wealth beyond what he once would have after having pulled the job as he had. She supposed that shouldn’t surprise her, as it gave him a nice base to work out of, and he would not have had to worry.

      “I could have you over, if you’d like, but Matthew isn’t sure he wants you there.”

      She swallowed. “Why not?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I haven’t figured that out yet. Matthew has his reasons, usually.”

      Could Matthew have learned what she had done? And if he had recovered his memories, it was possible he would have shared with Jonathan some of what Jayna had been doing. She wanted to reveal the truth to him gradually, as he didn’t really need to know what it meant for her to be a Toral and serve a Sul’toral, and he definitely didn’t need to know she was out hunting dark creatures. She could only imagine what her overly protective brother—at least, once overly protective—might do.

      “If you don’t find me, I might be out of the city for a little while,” she said.

      “A dangerous assignment?”

      “Possibly,” she admitted.

      “Are many of your assignments dangerous?”

      “More than I prefer,” she admitted.

      “I’m happy to help,” Jonathan said. “If you need me, that is. And if you want my help. But I’m happy to offer whatever I can.”

      She studied him for a moment, and then nodded. “Thank you.” She felt as if he were sincere, which surprised her.

      She waited for him to go, and then she made her way through the streets, trying to see if there was anything else she might find, but she did not see anything there. After a while, she had a distinct sense of magic and started to use a tracing spell, reminding her of what she had done in the prison realm, when she realized that whatever she detected seemed as if it were trying to call her. It wanted her to know it was there.

      Then that sense disappeared.

      When it did, she hesitated before scurrying forward. She found a small market not far from her. She slipped through the market, weaving past a series of booths, and paused periodically to glance at them. Some of these enchantments were bizarre. Though Jayna didn’t know what they were for, she had a distinct sense of power coming from them. It would be nice to have Eva with her, as Eva often had a way of determining what enchantments could do and the kind of power that was embedded within them. Even Topher would have been useful here.

      She started to turn when she felt that strange power begin to build again. As before, there was a sense of a call building within it. She came across a single person with her hands held at her sides, fingers twitching slightly. Sorcery? Whatever it was, it drew her attention.

      That was odd, as there was no real reason that she needed to draw her attention, no other than the fact that she could feel the power she was wielding and had no idea of its purpose. She headed toward her, fighting through the crowd, moving past a pair of others, until she got to this person.

      Then she turned away from her.

      Jayna didn’t pursue it too rapidly.

      She cleared the market and headed out into the street. She could still feel the power, even more so when she sent another detection spell sweeping out from her. It was far more effective here than it had been in the prison realm, working something like a spider web that gradually swept out from her, catching the energy all throughout the city. She discarded that which she wasn’t trying to follow, though noting a few different pockets of more power, until she found the one who had drawn her initially.

      She darted after her, drawn toward what ultimately led her into a darkened alley. Then, with a surge of frustration, she sent a fireball along the alley where it nearly collided with this other person.

      “You obviously are trying to get my attention,” Jayna said.

      She strode toward her. She was dressed in a gray cloak that seemed to catch the firelight from her fireball strangely and shimmered every so often. She neared her and stood, holding onto the fireball while also preparing several other possible spells, including the magic ball spell for protection she might need.

      “Do you care to tell me why you were trying to get my attention?”

      The other person looked at her. There was a strangeness to her gaze that Jayna noted; only she wasn’t sure what it was or why she felt it quite so certain.

      “If you’re not going to talk, then I can haul you up to the palace where the King will make sure you sing.”

      It wasn’t entirely true, as Jayna didn’t have that level of influence over the King, nor did she have any influence over who he imprisoned, but if she claimed that she was threatened, she had little doubt that William, at least, would see to it that this person was secured until one of them had a chance to identify whether she was a threat or not.

      “Jayna Aguelon?” The person’s voice was strangely accented.

      Jayna bristled at the sound, having heard a voice like that before, but it had been a while.

      “Who wants to know?”

      “There’s something we need from you.”

      “You need?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Something that we need. And something you need.”

      She reached into her pocket.

      Jayna tensed, shifting her magic ball spell around her again, and readying for the possibility of an attack. She didn’t detect anything magical from this person at this point, but what she had been doing before was powerful—and surprisingly, she suddenly realized, not sorcery.

      There weren’t many other alternative types of magic that she would’ve expected that she could’ve used, so she wasn’t really sure what it was that she had been doing. Then it struck her. It wasn’t just that the voice was accented strangely. It was the type of accent that she heard, but more than that, it was what else she heard mixed within it.

      This was one of the El’aras.

      She held onto a small metal ball when they withdrew her hand from her pocket. It was likely some sort of El’aras enchantment, which meant that it would be powerful in ways that Jayna could not even create, nor could the Sorcerer Society, as they did not have the same technique as those of the El’aras.

      She handed the ball to her.

      Jayna took it tentatively. “What is this? Some way to attack?”

      “No attack,” she said, shaking her head but holding her gaze as she did. There was an earnestness to her gaze as she looked at her, but more than that, something in her eyes spoke of concern. “We need you. This will alert you. Come when it calls.”

      “You just want me to come running when your little magical ball enchantment summons?”

      “Come when it calls,” she said.

      With that, she jumped, disappearing from the alley, leaving Jayna standing in the darkness, holding onto her magical ball and many questions.
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      She followed the detection web around the city. Jayna had been tracking the sense of the El’aras ever since she had encountered the strange woman but had not been able to find anything more. Every time she thought she had something, the web triggered in some manner, and she found that awareness of it faded once again. The El’aras obviously were aware she was tracking them, and they didn’t seem to be at all bothered by that, which bothered Jayna more than it probably should.

      She swept through the streets, finding herself drawn through several different enchantment markets, until she reached a place of quiet near the edge of the city. From here, Jayna didn’t find anything else. That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything else, only that she had not found it, and she was frustrated by her lack of ability to uncover what she knew to be there.

      When a swirl of smoke suddenly streaked toward her, she looked over.

      Eva came striding down the street, dressed in a pale blue gown, smoke swirling around her feet, though it started from her hands, and likely from where she had pierced the flesh and was bleeding from what she had done.

      “You’ve been traipsing around the city for the better part of several hours,” Eva said.

      “I haven’t been traipsing around anything,” Jayna said.

      “No,” Eva laughed and joined Jayna, pausing, her hands held down at her sides, smoke swirling out from her in a billowy wave that Jayna realized mimicked the detection spell she’d placed. “You’ve been searching for something, but what I can’t tell is what you have been searching for. When your spell struck me, I thought it odd, but I’ve been feeling the same spell repeatedly, and I haven’t been able to determine just what it is that you think you need to find. Do you want to talk about it, or do you want help?”

      “Neither,” Jayna said, and she pushed out with her detection spell again, adding more of her newfound Toral strength to it, sending it pushing and sweeping away from her in a way that allowed her to blast that energy.

      “Neither? Interesting. So you have something that you’re looking for, but you don’t want anyone else to know that you are looking for it. I think that’s a bit selfish.”

      Jayna turned and reached into her pocket, pulling the El’aras ball of metal out of her pocket and holding it out for Eva. “The El’aras came for me. I didn’t even have an opportunity to ask them why they were moving, though maybe it’s all tied to this. That’s what the King wanted from me.”

      “The El’aras came looking for you in Ishan?”

      “That’s what it seems,” Jayna said. She turned and pushed out with her wave of detection spell, and once again, there was nothing out there that she could detect. She had been using this same spell for quite a while.

      As she pushed, Eva wove some of her smoke within the spell. Like it often did, the spell solidified in a way it did not normally, creating a burst of a renewed kind of power. Within that power was a different sense Jayna had. She had to take a moment to process the different aspects of it, as everything she began to feel started to flow around her, creating a different challenge for her.

      “There’s nothing in this spell,” Eva said, her voice soft.

      “You can tell what I’m feeling?”

      “No, I can feel what I am feeling. And there’s nothing in this area. Perhaps if we shifted around the city even more… I can help you, but I don’t know that I’m going to be of much use to you unless you continue to move this spell around and we find where it is the most active.” She looked over, arching a brow. “Unless, of course, you have no interest in determining what is the most active.”

      “That’s not it,” Jayna said and breathed out. “When they came to me, giving me this, they didn’t really tell me what they wanted out of me. And considering what we did while we were in that other realm, I can’t help but feel as if it is tied to it in some way. Unfortunately, I don’t know what that way is, and I don’t know what I’m going to be expected to do for them.”

      Eva laughed. “What makes you think you’re going to be expected to do anything?”

      “I don’t know. These are the El’aras. I do have a little bit of history with them.”

      “More than the Chain Breaker. You know, you could ask him.” She said it with a hint of a sultry taunt.

      Jayna shook her head. “I’m not calling Gavin here for that.”

      “I’m sure you love the way you say his name.”

      “Would you stop?”

      “I’m just saying,” Eva said, looking over at Jayna, “I saw how you were looking at him.”

      “I was looking at him as somebody who could help us. Who had helped us.”

      Jayna wasn’t sure she would’ve escaped the prison realm without him. Then again, she still wasn’t entirely sure what it was that she had done to get out of there, only that it seemed as if it were tied to the power she was holding onto from her Toral ring and what Eva had been doing.

      She had reached for the power of that Ashara, as if it were trapped there somehow, no differently than Jayna had needed to reach for her power, which had been trapped in the ground. And even Gavin had needed to find his own sort of connection, though he had been the bralinath trees that Jayna suspected—and feared—she had some hand in destroying. Then again, even though she had destroyed them, she had not destroyed the power that existed within them.

      “Anyway,” she went on, “I feel like the El’aras want something for me that might be tied to me helping them before.”

      Eva looked over and then arched a brow to Jayna. “You mean when you rescued them from slaughter so that they could avoid being used in some spell.”

      “It feels like so long ago,” Jayna said.

      “Well, it really was quite a long time ago. And it was a city ago. And several levels of power ago. I don’t think you would have any problem with that, but that was also in Nelar, not here.”

      “I know,” Jayna said, and as she looked around, she couldn’t help but feel as if there was something here, she still didn’t understand, something she still needed to understand, even though she wasn’t sure what that was going to be.

      “I’ve probably been overreacting, but then again, ever since we got back here, I feel like so much has changed. At the same time, nothing has changed. Does that make any sense to you?”

      “It makes complete sense,” Eva said. “As much more has changed for me than has for even you, and yet the city has not changed much at all, has it?”

      “The city has had barely any passage of time,” Jayna said. “And I don’t know why, but that bothers me. Maybe it shouldn’t, as everybody here wanted nothing more than to just live their lives, and…” She shook her head, shrugging. “Maybe I’m just overreacting.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Eva said. “Why don’t we sit and have a drink?”

      As much as she considered telling her no, now was as good a time as any. She didn’t have anything else to do, and a drink might take her mind off what was going on around her.

      They found themselves situated in a small tavern near the city's outskirts, which was exactly the kind of place that Jayna and Eva both preferred. Most of the taverns more central to the palace tended to be a little more high-end and catered to those of a wealthier clientele. While Jayna could certainly be viewed as that now, she didn’t necessarily enjoy those places the way she enjoyed those that had dirt floors, cheap minstrels, and a ready supply of wine and ale.

      “Are you sure?” Eva asked, taking a seat at a table in the corner of the room, pressing her back up against the wall and letting the smoke drift out from her. She was far freer with the connection she had to her Ashara magic than she once had been. Then again, Eva had never been very restrictive in using that power.

      “I just want a quiet place where I’m not going to see anybody we know.”

      She sank down, joined her, and nodded to one of the servers, who nodded back.

      “I imagine the wine here is going to be terrible,” Eva said.

      “Then you will be surprised,” Jayna said.

      She ordered two bottles of wine from the server, who made them pay upfront, which Jayna didn’t find terribly surprising given the type of establishment that this was. Then he headed off, fetching the bottles before setting them in front of them along with a pair of glasses.

      She and Eva popped a cork off and drank from the bottle directly.

      “Interesting,” Eva said. “I wouldn’t have expected a place like this to have this vintage. It is difficult to obtain even in Nelar.”

      “Well, as you know, the city here is at the crossroads of many other places of trade, which does give it some advantages.”

      “I think you’re just trying to keep me out of the palace and the King’s cellar.”

      “I don’t know that I would even need to do that,” she said. She leaned back, took a long drink from the bottle, and set it back down. “Then again, I don’t have to pay for anything there. I just grab whatever rare and impossibly hard-to-find bottle of wine I want to drink, and I can handle little more than a glass.”

      “You heathen,” Eva said.

      Jayna chuckled. “How are you doing?”

      Eva took a drink. When she set her bottle down, she looked at Jayna, her eyes narrowing briefly. “I’m struggling,” she admitted. “I’m trying to make sense of what I am to do here and whether there is anything more for me in the city. Other than you, of course.”

      “If not in the city, what would you do?”

      Eva inhaled deeply, and the smoke swirled around her, though it was different than it had been before. It seemed to be more controlled but thicker as well. Had she connected to some greater aspect of power than she had before? Jayna wouldn’t be surprised to learn that, as she had been exposed to some additional power. It was that additional power that Jayna thought might make a difference for Eva in understanding how to utilize her Ashara gifts.

      “I don’t know,” Eva admitted, “as I’ve been trying to make sense of what I’m supposed to be doing. Maybe there’s nothing.” She looked over at Jayna. “I still can’t do some of the things Asaran and the others can do easily. I feel as if I’m incomplete.”

      “If there’s anything I can do to help you, you know that I will.”

      “For this, I wonder if I have to do it alone.” Eva watched Jayna. “I know that’s difficult to hear.”

      “It’s not. But you may need to tell Topher when you leave.”

      She took a drink. “What does Topher have to do with any of this?”

      “I let him know you were out. I’m surprised he didn’t try to reach you.”

      “I don’t have his marker any longer,” Eva said. “I lost it early on. I tried to reach him when we first went through.”

      That was news to Jayna and surprisingly sweet.

      “But the marker shattered, and I wasn’t able to connect to him, nor was I able to repair it.”

      “Once he learned you were free, he claimed he was coming here to visit.”

      “It might be nice to see him,” she said softly. “I don’t know how I’m going to feel about it, though.”

      “I imagine you will feel happy to see him.”

      “Perhaps.” Eva leaned back, quiet, and breathed out. “I could feel the Ashara power, even though I never saw it. Sometimes I still feel like I can detect it. And now I can feel aspects that I couldn’t feel before. I wonder if it’s the same for Asaran.” She shook her head. “No. I know it’s the same for Asaran. The only difference is that he doesn’t have the same questions I do. He’s far more confident than me.”

      “Because he’s not had the same gaps in his memories.”

      “Maybe that’s all it is,” Eva said. “Every time I feel like I’m getting close to it, I lose it again. New gaps form.” She looked up. “And that’s what bothers me the most. Even though I was away from you for as long as I was, there are stretches of it I can’t recall. Why should that be?”

      “Maybe it’s that place.” Jayna leaned forward. She held onto the bottle and traced her finger along the writing on the label. “Do you have any gaps in your memory of time with me?”

      “That’s a strange thing. I don’t think I do. Everything we’ve been through has stayed with me. It’s almost as if everything you and I have ever done has been stuffed into my mind, and stuck there, so I cannot forget it.”

      “Because it’s such a nightmare,” Jayna said, leaning back and taking a drink from her bottle. “It’s the sweet memories that often disappear.”

      “You think you’re so bad for me?”

      “Oh, I don’t think I’m so bad,” Jayna said, grinning at Eva. “I just know that sometimes things are a little more challenging around me.”

      “I’ve enjoyed the challenge,” Eva said.

      They sat and talked in the tavern until Jayna suggested they move back to Eva’s home, to which Eva reluctantly agreed. The longer they spent together, the more Jayna began to realize that Eva simply did not want to be alone. She understood it. Eva would have been trapped in that realm for an impossibly long time, and though she had others of the Ashara with her, she had not seemed particularly close to them following her return.

      “Do you miss Asaran?”

      Eva glanced at her at one point, holding a glass of wine. “I’m fine, Jayna.”

      “You would have spent quite a bit of time with him.”

      “It wasn’t only him.”

      “You still haven’t answered the question.”

      “We are quiet people,” Eva said as if picking her words carefully. “Some more than others.”

      Jayna decided not to push. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that Eva still wanted her to stay with her, so she did. She had rested on the chair in her home, not returning to the palace, as Jayna had wanted a semblance of normalcy between the two of them, as she had missed her friend more than anything else. They had sat by the fire, with Eva building it ever brighter and harder, and Jayna ultimately needing to erect a bit of the magical spell around herself to shield from the effect of the overwhelming heat that Eva needed to restore herself, and now she looked over.

      The humming came from the El’aras enchantment.

      Jayna sat up, looking over at the enchantment, and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She had burned off the effects of the alcohol before she got to sleep, not wanting to wake up with a headache, or dehydrated, and was certainly thankful that her magic permitted her the ability to do that. Eva had not, though Jayna wasn’t sure it even mattered for her. Maybe she never really sustained any effects of the alcohol.

      As she sat there looking at the enchantment, she tried to process just what she saw, and then squeezed her hand around it. An image flashed in her mind.

      That was new. It was a different way of communicating than Topher's similar enchantments. And yet, it might be even more effective.

      She looked over to where Eva was seated next to the fire. Jayna was tempted to wake her, but this was her issue, and it was more than just that. If this was something that the El’aras needed from her, she was probably better off not bringing one of the Ashara, the El’aras ancient enemies. So she headed out. She wished she had a change of clothes, as she was still wearing what she’d been wearing the day before, but that was a minor concern.

      By the time she reached the northern edge of the city, the map had shifted, and she followed it, heading toward a series of trees that flashed in her mind, as if the image seemed to know where she was and knew how to change for her. A stream opened up in front of her, and then she felt a constriction around the Toral ring.

      That constriction was typically caused by dark creatures. Or a dark sorcerer.

      At this point, Jayna thought that either was possible, and if it was either a creature or a sorcerer, she wanted to be ready. She no longer feared either of them.

      She saw a scurrying along the branch and shifted her magical spell, reverting it, and rotated toward one of the creatures to loop it inside. It was a long squirrel-like creature with sharp fangs and beady black eyes. The overwhelming sense of darkness emanated from within the creature, and Jayna flicked a small spark of fire at it, and the creature burst into flames, disappearing into a pile of ash.

      Then the trees rained down even more.

      They were all around her. It was almost as if she had disturbed some sort of a nest. Jayna drew her magic ball spell around her and waited momentarily, trying to calculate the best way to handle these creatures. She had never been attacked by anything quite like this before and feared that if she were to use the fireball or the starburst spell, there was a possibility that she might burn down the entirety of the forest around her.

      The only thing she could think of was to form the magic ball spell and trap all of these creatures inside it. That would take an enormous amount of power. And it was something she had not tried before. Jayna had never attempted to summon that much magic at one time.

      Power seemed easier to draw than it had before. Most of that had to come from the fact that she had not drawn on her sorcery effectively for the better part of a month, but some of it seemed to come from the fact that she now mixed more of her Toral power into what she was doing. As she swept that power out, she caught all of the creatures. Each time she caught one, she felt pressure, scooped within the spell, and then moved onward. She hurriedly trapped each of the creatures, holding them, and then sent the starburst pattern out in a crackling wave along the distinct magic ball until everything fell quiet.

      She looked up. There were no other attacks. The strange dark squirrels were gone. And through the trees, she caught sight of a shadowy form. Jayna shifted, using a detection web spell, and sent it out from her, only for her to detect the El’aras.

      “That’s what you needed me for? You could’ve just told me there were dark creatures in the trees. I would’ve come.”

      “That is not why we called you, Jayna Aguelon,” the El’aras said. “Come. Let us talk.”
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      Jayna followed the El’aras through the trees. The strange enchantment they’d given her had fallen quiet, no longer pulsing in her hand the way it had been, now resting quietly, though it was still a little warm compared to before. El’aras continued his steady course through the trees, though he did pause to look around every so often. He didn’t say anything, which she found strange.

      She hurried up to him, matching his pace, and she looked over at him as she did. “Is it just you, or are there others here as well?”

      “Would it make you feel better if there were others?”

      “I just want to know what I’m dealing with.”

      “I must thank you,” he did say. “Those lorathans were difficult to bypass.”

      “The dark squirrels?” When he nodded, Jayna shrugged. “They don’t act like squirrels.”

      “They behave more like hives,” the El’aras man said. “And they can be challenging because of it.” He shivered.

      She noticed a scratch on the one hand and suspected that he had dealt with the strange dark squirrels himself and had managed to survive it. So with nothing else, he was capable.

      “Do we know each other?” Jayna asked.

      “We have not met.”

      “Is this about what happened in Yoran?” She took a chance on it, not entirely sure that it was, but she also didn’t know that it was not.

      “This has nothing to do with that family,” he said, and there seemed to be agitation in his words.

      “You don’t care for their family?”

      “It does not matter what I care for,” he said.

      “Well, you know my name, so what is yours?”

      “I am Jinalt Oliavan.”

      “Are you the leader of whatever El’aras you’re bringing me to?”

      “The leader?”

      “Well, I’m trying to understand who I’m with. Are you leading them or bringing me to your leader?”

      “You will see.”

      He continued to sweep towards the trees. Jayna debated leaving him, as she didn’t like the uncertainty and certainly didn’t like the secrecy, but curiosity won out. After all, she was already this far, and might as well keep going to see what he had to show her, if there was anything he had to show her.

      He stopped near another small hillside and looked down. A stone building looked as if it had been built centuries ago, surrounded by a grassy field, though some of the grass had been trampled. A bit of smoke drifted from the far side of the building, and Jayna could not see what was on that side. There were no animals, nothing that would suggest how they had traveled through here, though if they were El’aras, Jayna doubted they needed any such mounts as they would likely have just walked. The El’aras could move impossibly fast.

      “Down here,” he said.

      Jayna took a deep breath and sighed, heading down the slope and following him.

      Another detection spell swept out from her, searching for any sort of dangerous magic she might need to be cautious of, but she didn’t feel anything alarming. There was nothing whatsoever that she found strange. She could feel something from Jinalt, though he was right next to her, and she had the distinct sense that he did not do anything to try to mask his presence. These other El’aras obviously knew that she was coming, but they had some way of shielding themselves.

      She opened herself to the linking spell between herself and Char, borrowing from his knowledge, and delved through it to try to detect something more. She had to borrow from his knowledge without knowing what she was doing, though she had done that before. He found several different possibilities, including one that was a much more complicated detection spell that she decided to try.

      She formed the pattern and wove some of her Toral magic into it. There wasn’t the same cold as she had once felt, and it no longer took the same effort. It was almost as if she had gone to that prison realm and exposed herself to the dragon stone; there had changed something for her with her connection. Maybe it had purified it in some way.

      She pushed out with that detection spell and found the pattern collapsing around her, as if the El’aras knew what she was doing and were actively fighting her. When she was done, she looked over at Jinalt. “Are you trying to prevent me from reaching through this?”

      “It is well protected,” he said. “I would have thought that would reassure you.”

      “Well, I am more reassured when I can openly use my power and don’t have to worry about somebody springing a trap on me. If you intend to attack, you’re going to see the full extent of my power.”

      He looked over her shoulder, back toward the forest, and his lips curled in a hint of a frown. “That was not the extent of your power?”

      “That was just part of it,” Jayna said. “Why? Did you think that was all I could do?”

      “That was… considerable.” He paused for a moment and looked down the slope, and it seemed to Jayna as if he were trying to decide what he needed to do. And perhaps he was, as Jayna had just admitted that she had drawn upon considerable power, and had unleashed it in a way that would likely be beyond what most sorcerers could do. Maybe he thought she was only a sorcerer. Or maybe he thought she was more than a sorcerer but didn’t realize she was Toral.

      That thought troubled her, though.

      Was she still only Toral?

      Jayna no longer knew. She borrowed Ceran’s magic, but it wasn’t limited as it had been before. Then again, Ceran’s magic never really seemed limited. Her knowledge had been the real limitation. Then when she had added the bloodstone, her connection had concentrated even more. Ceran had even seemed surprised by that.

      “You are not what I expected.”

      “I don’t know how to take that,” Jayna said.

      “You take it however you must,” he said. He took a deep breath, nodded to himself, and then started down the hillside.

      Jayna followed him down the hill, deciding that she might as well get some answers. She reached the stone and paused. She felt an energy coming from it.

      She shifted, pushing outward with a different detection spell, a basic one, and pushed with her Toral magic and that connection to probe into the building. She had not even considered that she would need to do so, but this close to the building and the power that she became aware of here, she began to feel as if there had to be a reason for this.

      “Dragon stone?” she asked, looking over at Jinalt. “The building is dragon stone?”

      “You recognize it,” Jinalt said.

      “I recognize the power within it,” she said.

      The building might be powerful, but it was different from her dragon stone ring.

      “I didn’t know there was any dragon stone around here,” she said softly, reaching out and touching the building. It felt strangely warm, as if it had been sitting in the hot sun for days, baking, only it was early, the sun had not fully come up, and the last few days had been cool.

      “Such an interesting name, isn’t it? My people have always called it the same, though we don’t believe dragons formed it.”

      Jayna started to laugh at the idea that dragons were real, though hadn’t she recently ridden on a dragon, however much of enchantment it might be?

      “What do you think it was?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “But you believe in dragons.”

      “We believe in a great many things,” Jinalt said.

      He kept moving around outside the building, heading to the far side where Jayna had seen the streamer of smoke. She held her hand up against the building again, feeling the warmth radiating from it, but it was more than just the warmth that she detected now. And there was some other aspect to it she found to be a little surprising. She noticed marks along the stone's surface, though they were faint and faded, as if they had been here for generations, which they probably had been.

      The El’aras believed in dragons?

      Then again, Jayna had seen a dragon enchantment, so perhaps what the El’aras believed in was nothing more than an enchanted sort of power, similar to the way that Gavin had created enchantment out of that paper. That was a unique sort of enchantment and nothing at all like what she had ever seen before. She could easily imagine Eva’s interest in something like that and what she would do if she were able to get a hold of an enchantment like that. Probably try to co-opt it, secure the supplier, and maybe even have other enchanters work on it to augment it.

      Jayna had to push those thoughts aside and followed Jinalt until she reached the far side. Four other El’aras sat on stumps. They brought a small campfire, which created a streamer of smoke, though the smoke was a bit silvery, as if it were magically enchanted. When she neared, one of the El’aras waved to another stump, one that Jayna hadn’t even realized had been there.

      She frowned, looking at Jinalt, who took a seat in the circle, and waited for her.

      “I’m not going to be part of some ritual here, am I?”

      “We came to talk,” Jinalt said.

      “Actually, I came… you summoned. And I’m getting a little troubled by all of this, as I don’t know what you want with me, but I’m not exactly sure that I like the mystery here.”

      “You want answers.”

      She frowned and then turned, looking back at the dragon stone building. She wanted answers, and it seemed as if maybe this place, if nothing else, would give her an answer.

      She had not thought about what kind of answers she might even want. The only thing she knew was that she had been looking for Ceran, and that her journeys had been taking her places she had never even contemplated going to, but maybe what she really wanted were the answers the El’aras offered. And if they could provide those answers to her, she would be a fool not to take them.

      She frowned for a moment, sat on the stump, and sat across from the others. She looked at the fire for a moment, realizing there was no real fire. The ground glowed, but nothing burned. Still, there was that silvery smoke.

      “All right,” Jayna began, looking around at the El’aras. “You have me here. You have me curious. And while I know Jinalt, I don’t know any of the rest of you. Though I have a feeling, you all know me.”

      “We know you, Jayna Aguelon,” another voice said. It was a woman, and Jayna turned to her, before her breath caught.

      “Hey,” Jayna said, frowning. “I’ve seen you before. You were the El’aras captured in Nelar.”

      The woman bowed her head. “My name is Vila Firathan. I owe you a life debt.”

      “That’s what this is about? Some sort of ritual because you need to pay off your life debt? Well, you could have done it in the city.”

      “No,” she said.

      “And what about you?”

      “They are with me,” she said.

      “And you aren’t with the El’aras from Yoran?”

      She was quiet for a moment and tried to detect something using her detection spell. Even as she did, she did not find anything out there. They were masking themselves, even though she was sitting right before them. Not only were they masking themselves, but a sense of power emanated from them that she couldn’t even determine. It seemed to just radiate off of them.

      “We are not. My people have different families, and we come from a northern family. Nelar is a northern city, after all.”

      “And what brought you back?”

      “You did.” She looked over, watching Jayna. “You sent a signal.”

      “I did?”

      Then she turned, looking over her shoulder, and realized that the dragon stone building seemed to be growing even warmer.

      “I see,” Jayna said. “You must have picked up on what I did, what I was doing in the other realm. I don’t know what it was, only that there was something to it, and I thought I might be able to identify what it was and learn how to draw upon that power, so that I could escape. I was looking for a friend.”

      She wasn’t sure how much she needed to tell these El’aras; more than that, Jayna didn’t even know whether what she told them would make much of a difference. It didn’t seem as if they were here to harm her, just share something with her, or maybe they had some other reason altogether to have been here.

      “There is a sense from what you call dragon stone,” she said. “It is connected to greater powers.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      “And as I’m sure you’re aware, there are powers in the world.”

      “As I am aware,” Jayna said.

      “But those powers are not at all what most understand,” she said. “You have long feared the Sul’toral.”

      Jayna leaned forward. Now she was getting something. “Well, considering who I am, and what I am connected to, I think that there is a certain measure of respect, I suppose I should say, about what I have experienced and what it means for me.”

      “But you have feared it.”

      Jayna shrugged. “Maybe,” she said. “But I have feared it because of a good reason. I have fear because I know what it means for me, and I recognize the danger that is there.”

      “You have feared it,” she said.

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t,” Jayna said.

      Vila reached into her pocket and pulled out a small circular item. “Because of this.”

      It was a dragon stone ring. She was certain of it.

      “You have a Toral ring.”

      “You call it a Toral ring. We call it something else.”

      When she didn’t explain what that might be, Jayna watched, waited, and tried to make sense of it, while also debating, as she simply did not know what it might be.

      “It is a means to connect to something greater.” She looked over at the building, and when she did, she cupped her hand around the ring, and then the building seemed to radiate warmth. Jayna felt the connection to the building, to that warmth, through the dragon stone ring that she still wore.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I am showing you that there are other aspects of power that exist.”

      “And it’s tied to this ring?”

      “It’s tied to a great many things.” Vila leaned forward. “The one you feared is not the one to fear.”

      “Ceran?” she asked, frowning.

      “Not him,” she said. “But the one you believed he served.”

      “Sarenoth,” she said.

      “Yes. And he is not to be feared.”

      “He was a dark power,” Jayna said, leaning back, twisting her dragon stone ring on her finger, feeling the energy within it, and beginning to wonder if perhaps they were here to try to steal it from her. “I know what he was. I know it because I can feel it.”

      “Can you?”

      The words seemed to sear through her, flowing through her, and becoming… something more.

      As they did, Jayna had a distinct sense of the power she felt within the ring, which began to pulse briefly. And then it began to grow warmer.

      The ring had never done that before. It was strange, and she squeezed her hand around the ring, trying to focus on what she could feel and determine if there was going to be anything that she needed to do to combat what they were doing, as they were obviously controlling the aspect of the ring, but she didn’t think that she needed to. Not yet. She wanted answers.

      “Sarenoth is but one power. There are others. And they are dwindling.”
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      Jayna squeezed her hand around her ring. There was a greater power within it than there ever had been before, though she did not know the source of it. Some of it was still Ceran, though not all. Some of it seemed to have come from the prison realm, flowing into her ring when she had been there.

      She looked over at Vila. “What do you want me to know?”

      “We felt what you did,” Jinalt said. He looked over at her and pulled out his own piece of dragon stone. It looked to be shaped like a small ball. Though there were symbols marked on the surface of it, they were small enough that Jayna couldn’t even see what they were. Energy came from the ball, and as he traced his finger along the rim of it, that energy seemed to pulse. “Those who are connected to such things and who remain connected to such things recognize what you did. And we realize that something has begun to change.”

      “Change how?”

      “It has begun to… change. We aren’t quite certain how.”

      “So you decided to call me out here in the middle of the forest, so that I could do what? Help you?” She shook her head. “You know about this power, so I’m not going to keep anything from you. I was given a ring by a man named Ceran and was led to believe he was what was called a Sul’toral, and I was told he served Sarenoth.”

      “Did he lead you to believe that?”

      “Well…” Jayna frowned as she started to think about it. She knew the truth of that, and it had never come from Ceran, who had simply given her a ring saying that she could serve a greater power to fight dark magic. “No,” she said. “He didn’t say that I served Sarenoth. He simply said that I served a greater power. But when I was using the ring, I knew a greater power was connected to it.”

      “He would not have claimed that you served Sarenoth,” she said. “As there were an initial twelve. And beyond those twelve, there were others who chased a different sort of power but were not able to find it.”

      “All I know about is the Sul’toral and how they draw upon the power of Sarenoth.”

      “But what you know about Sarenoth is probably wrong,” she said. “Most believe Sarenoth is some dark god, whereas that could not be further from the truth. Sarenoth was not a god, but he was a magical being. Much like other magical beings who exist in the world, he was not bad or good. He simply was. It was how that power was taken that had changed.”

      “The festival,” Jayna said. She looked over and winced. “That’s what you’re saying, right?” She hadn’t seen a festival of mourn in quite some time but didn’t know that there were still festivals taking place, as dark power still existed in the world.

      “If you want to call it a festival, then you may if it makes it easier for you to conceptualize. But what they did, and how they did it, was a way of chasing power that was not theirs, to begin with. They drew upon that power and corrupted it in the process.”

      “That’s what we call a dark festival. Or a festival of mourn. It’s a way the dark sorcerers gain power. They use a sacrifice, steal something of power, and corrupt it as they gain more power for themselves.”

      “And that would be one way of gaining power.”

      Jayna squeezed her finger around the ring, and as she felt the power within it, she began to wonder about something that she had not even fathomed considering before. “Are you trying to tell me that my ring is not a Sul’toral ring?”

      “The ring is simply a ring. The Sul’toral co-opted the power within it and used it for their own corrupt purposes, but it was never corrupt on its own. The power they use is.”

      “So help me understand this power,” she said.

      “You are looking for answers I cannot provide,” she said. “But we want you to see that things are not quite as simple as you have believed. There are powers in the world. Powers that are useful and powers that can be more.”

      “And Ceran?”

      “The one you call Ceran is no longer.”

      “Of course, he is,” Jayna said. “I’ve talked to him. Many times.”

      “What you’ve talked to is a memory of what he was. A reflection. His power. It has been bound, confined, and trapped so that others could draw upon it.”

      “No,” she said. “Ceran wants me to draw upon his power. He’s made that clear.”

      “There are others in the world who feel the same way about Sarenoth,” she said.

      “I’m not doing the same thing as a Sul’toral,” Jayna said. “I haven’t drawn upon that power in the same manner, and I would not. I don’t want dark magic.”

      “There’s nothing dark about it,” she said. “What is dark is the use.”

      “That’s not my experience with Ceran. He hasn’t been trapped. At least he hadn’t been trapped until recently.” She looked around the small fire and could feel the energy coming off the silvery smoke, the warmth coming off of the dragon stone building behind her. “Why did you call me here?”

      “To help you understand. This, what you call dragon stone, is a way of holding some of that power and directing it,” she said.

      “So you are using the same thing?”

      “In some ways, but ours is different. Our ancestors gave a part of themselves to empower it. They permitted it. And over the years, more and more of our ancestors have added to it, changing it, and developing something more.”

      “So you’re saying you’re still using ghost power?"

      “That is not what we are saying.”

      “Does this have anything to do with why the El’aras are moving? King Lodeth asked me to meet with the El’aras. Maybe with you? If there’s anything that you can tell me that will help, I am able to speak on your behalf.”

      “And what about your behalf?”

      “I don’t know what you want of me.”

      Jayna wasn’t even sure that they did want anything from her. The only thing she was certain of was that whatever strangeness was going on here was not anything dangerous to the King. And that was the only thing that mattered.

      “I think it’s time I go.”

      “You have our enchantment. When you are ready, all you must do is summon us.”

      She got up and headed around the building, tracing her hand on the warm stone, feeling that radiating energy. And surprisingly, as she did, her ring seemed to radiate warmth in a way that it never did before. After she reached the far side of the building, Jinalt caught up to her.

      “She is trying to understand the same way you are and is only sharing with you our experience and what we know about them. We call them our ancestors, and they leave some part of themselves behind. Some do so in different ways. Our ancestors from the north did so in dragon stone. Others to the east did so in metal. And to the south, they did so in trees. It is all quite different.”

      Something went cold within Jayna, and she didn’t think it was tied to the ring at all, nor was it tied to the kind of power she had access to, as she wasn’t drawing upon it. “What do you mean trees?”

      “Our cousins to the south. Well, in many places to the south. They prefer to use trees. And some of our ancestors chose the same thing, as they feel it leaves a living aspect behind them, but not all did.” He looked over at the building. “I don’t know which of my ancestors placed themselves into this building, but it has weathered countless storms over countless generations, and they have left a part of themselves here. If we open ourselves to it, we can find that knowledge and that past for us to understand.”

      “I see,” she said, and yet Jayna didn’t really see.

      “Just find your own truths,” Jinalt said. “And don’t fear what you have been given.”

      “I stopped fearing a long time ago,” she said.

      “It is a gift. Ceran, and whatever form he took, gave it to you. Be thankful for that.”

      She started away and then paused, turning back.

      “Can these others be torn free of whatever form they take?” she asked, looking over at him.

      “There are some that roam freely,” he said. “They are rare. Powerful. And perhaps that is what your Ceran was.”

      “And then if they roam freely, they could be trapped?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “I still don’t know what Lartial wanted with Ceran. How could I save him?” And if she couldn’t, what was she supposed to do? Stay a Toral? Or was she supposed to move on and continue her service to Lodeth and the Society?

      “I’m far from an expert in such things, but I suppose it depends upon what he has been trapped within and whether there is anything you could do to change it. Knowledge of these storage entities has faded over time. My people no longer place themselves into dragon stone as they once did. I don’t know if my ancestors to the south do or not.”

      Bralinath trees. Gavin seemed to believe they were powerful and connected him to something more. Given what she had learned about Gavin and how he was connected to the El’aras, she couldn’t help but feel as if they had gifted him something. And more than that, she also wondered if he had been right about all of it.

      Did that mean that what she used was another El’aras power? If so, how could she gain control over it? She wasn’t El’aras, not the way that Gavin was.

      But she had been gifted power. The kind of power she had been gifted had been from Ceran, and Jayna did not think Ceran was El’aras. Regardless of what else he might be, he was not El’aras.

      “Thank you,” she said, looking over at Jinalt. “You’ve given me something to think about. Though I’m not exactly sure what I’m going to do with it, I appreciate what you have told me.”

      He started to laugh. “You don’t sound like you’re excited about what I told you.”

      “Well, to be honest, it does make things a bit complicated.”

      “Of course, it does,” he said. “And yet, complicated is often what makes the world interesting.” He turned, heading away, and left Jayna on the far side of the building.

      She lingered for a moment and then headed into the trees, returning toward the city. She walked, her mind wandering, thinking about her experiences with Ceran and whether he could be what they claimed.

      A reflection of power. Gone from the world.

      Maybe that was what he was. Ceran had demonstrated the power that could not be easily explained, so why not a fragment?

      She was nearly back to the city when the ring constricted again. It was almost as if Ceran were trying to talk to her. It didn’t pulse in the way it once did, only constricting, a warning—dark energy.

      She paused and looked around, thinking that maybe there were more of the dark squirrels that she had dealt with. Given what she had done with them before, she was more than willing to deal with them again, as she was growing increasingly frustrated by the dark squirrels and the dark energy. She had planned to go after Ceran, but if he was some sort of reflection of power, then there may not be any way to chase him down or free him, not without knowing what he was confined inside of.

      And that might be what bothered her the most.

      When the ring continued to constrict, she squeezed her hand around it. “Fine,” she muttered.

      She erected the magic ball spell around herself, drawing upon her Toral power, and when she did, she couldn’t help but feel as if maybe she was drawing upon something that was not Ceran, but something else. Could that be what she was using? Maybe when she had been in the prison realm, stuck in the way she had been, she might have been using a different power, accessing it in a way she had not even known about before. Maybe what she had connected to be some other great entity, different than Ceran.

      That made everything inside of her go cold again.

      Could that have been what she had done?

      First, she would deal with whatever dark creatures were here, and then she could talk to Eva, but she doubted Eva would even know. What she needed was somebody whose knowledge she didn’t have. Maybe Char, or maybe somebody like Telluminder.

      No. What she really needed was to go to that scholar William kept telling her about but had not been able to produce yet.

      The magic ball spell surged around her, power tingling in the air. As Jayna turned in place, she began to feel something pressing in upon her. It was strange energy, though it was familiar. A tall, blackened wolf came slithering through the trees.

      She had never seen them here before.

      “What are you doing here? You are well outside of your normal range.”

      She shot out a starburst pattern, shifted to a fireball, and then collapsed in upon the darkened wolf, catching it and igniting it until it burst into flames, then shattered into nothingness.

      She spun, realizing that there were likely to be others, when one of those wolves appeared. And she saw them in the trees, stalking toward her carefully.

      Jayna immediately formed another fireball spell, then shifted it, using a snake spell, lashing around the dark wolf, and pulled.

      The wolf howled.

      She turned to the next of the wolves and barely had a chance to react, having to push outward with the magic ball spell. The spell solidified around them.

      She held the three wolves inside. Each tried to lunge at her, but she was holding onto the magic ball spell tightly. She had a second one wrapped around herself on the off chance that there were other wolves, but she didn’t think there were.

      Strangely, there was a sense from within the wolves. When they howled and began to claw at the magic ball spell, their long, sharpened, and magical claws managed to shred the magic ball.

      Jayna let out a sigh of frustration, and then she added a bit of the fireball to the magic ball, and with a burst of flame and a surge of smoke, the wolves were incinerated. It was necessary, but a part of her wondered if maybe there would’ve been a better way to do it.

      And there was a part of her that started to question something else.

      Given what the El’aras had told her about the kind of reflective power, and how it was used in a festival, did that mean something similar had been used on these creatures? The idea was something she had never considered before, and yet maybe she should.

      It was time for her to get her own answers, but Jayna didn’t know how she was going to do that or where she was going to find them, only that she needed them.
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      Jayna looked around the inside of the palace, breathing out heavily while turning her attention to what she detected all around her. There was a faint sense of energy, and increasingly she could feel some part of that energy building, which left her wondering what sort of sorcery was taking place inside the palace right now. Maybe Karina had decided to take action.

      There was no maybe about it. Jayna knew that Karina would have done something, especially in her absence.

      I wasn’t gone that long.

      It was difficult to remember that she felt like she had been gone for weeks rather than only a day, so it all felt strange. She needed to find William, so that she could talk to his scholar, when she nearly collided with the King again.

      What was with him out in the halls all the time when she was here?

      It rarely happened.

      “Jayna,” he said, grinning at her as if she were the person he had come to see. “I am so glad to have come across you. Have you had an opportunity to look into that little issue we’ve had?”

      It took Jayna a moment to remember what little issue he wanted her to dig into, yet she did.

      “I have had an opportunity. I don’t think the El’aras are concerned about what’s happening in the city.”

      “You don’t think?” He frowned, tipping his head to the side, and twisting a ring on one finger that was obviously a potent enchantment, though Jayna didn’t know what that enchantment could do. “What are they after?”

      “It has something to do with an ancient relic of importance to them.” That was about as noncommittal as she could be, though she wasn’t even sure if Lodeth would push on that.

      “Well, if there is some important relic, perhaps we should get to it first. We could investigate. I understand other El’aras relics have been moving lately, and I’ve tried to draw some of them toward the capital.” He lowered his voice and leaned toward her, though she wasn’t even sure he needed to do that, as she doubted many people in the palace would try to spy on the King for fear of risking some enchantment learning what they had done. “We have found a few items of significance. I have stored them in safe houses throughout the city.”

      She shook her head. “You realize how dangerous that could be.”

      “Dangerous? The El’aras have abandoned most of those relics. Many of them are enchantments, and I have been trying to find the right person to analyze those enchantments. Maybe that person could be you.”

      She suspected he knew exactly what he was offering.

      The possibility of examining El’aras relics, and powerful enchantments, would be enticing to anybody within the Society. The El’aras enchantments were quite different than those of sorcery and did not drain power nearly as quickly as sorcery enchantments did. Most people in the Society would love an opportunity to study them.

      “That sounds great,” she said. “Just tell me where to find them, and I will take a look.”

      Better yet, she might even move them to the Society, as that might offer more opportunities to study them in a way that could be controlled. And it might even placate Char.

      “Excellent. Now, the next time you visit with the El’aras, can you arrange for a meeting?”

      “I will see if they are open to the possibility.”

      “That is what I thought. Thank you, Jayna. It is so nice to have you back and to work with us in the city. I’m glad you are able to focus on these tasks again.” He smiled, and then strode past her.

      Jayna sighed. She wasn’t going to argue with the King. There was no point in that. And yet she also needed to find William and deal with this other issue she had. She could put Lodeth’s task off to the side for now. Eventually, she knew she would have to come around to it, but she would avoid doing so for now.
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      “I can see if he’s back,” William said.

      It had taken Jayna the better part of the afternoon to find William. She had paced in her room, shooing away several different servants who had come in to make sure she had every need met, and had been watching out the window for his return while uncertain whether William would even return in any traditional way.

      “Just tell me how to find this scholar so I can do it on my own.”

      “Because I want to make the introduction,” he said.

      “You want to?”

      “Well, I thought it would make the most sense for me to do so, as I want to know what the two of you end up talking about.”

      “Maybe the two of us will talk about you,” Jayna said, jabbing him in the chest with a finger.

      William looked down, a bemused expression on his face. “If you think you must. I must admit, I am quite interesting, so I can understand why you would feel the urge to talk about me with our scholar, but I would caution you to be careful about sharing too much of the King’s plans with him, as there are certain things the King likes to keep guarded. As you are undoubtedly aware.”

      “I’m not sure I’m aware of much of anything,” Jayna said.

      He grinned at her and then motioned for her to follow him as he strolled through the palace, through the main halls, passing a row of portraits that depicted the royal family over the years and some sculptures that had always annoyed Jayna, until he reached the door near the far back of the palace. It was a narrow door, and Jayna had never entered it. She had always assumed it was a servant's entrance.

      “This is where you keep your scholar?”

      “It’s not where we keep the scholar,” William said. “Where we keep the archives.”

      He pressed his hand against the door, and she waited for him to activate some sort of enchantment or perhaps to strip down the enchantment so that she could step inside, but that wasn’t what he did. Instead, he pressed his knives against the door, and there was a strange fluttering.

      “The door is always enchanted,” Jayna said.

      “You didn’t know?”

      “It is skillfully done,” she said. “I suppose now that I know it’s here, I can test it and figure out a way to bypass it, as most enchantments have a pretty easy way of getting past the power that keeps others out, but….”

      “Or you could just ask for a key,” he said.

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “The fun is in not destroying the protections around the palace. Many of these protections have been placed over the years, and have been built up over time so that we can ensure the safety of my family. That is what you are here in the palace for, after all.”

      “Actually, I’m in the palace now to try to find this scholar, so I can track down my mentor and figure out what happened to him.”

      He shook his head. “You can be a real challenge; you know that?”

      Jayna beamed at him.

      He pulled open the door to reveal stairs leading down. They were steep, and it was dark. The air was dry but not musty.

      “A long time ago, my family thought of having a place for them to hide if things were to go wrong. This is a powerful, magically protected place. I suspect some of the earliest sorcerers placed it.”

      “So the Sul’toral,” she said.

      He cringed. “You’re probably right. I hadn’t given much thought to that before. Maybe you should ensure the protections here are the protections we believe to be here.” He took a deep breath, looking over. “Are you willing to do that?”

      “I don’t see why not. Maybe it would give me a chance to test your protections and see how useful they are.”

      “I would appreciate it if you didn’t make fun of the protections we do have.”

      She thought he was joking, but he turned away without saying anything more. Maybe William was still upset about her heading into the prison realm on her own. As if she had intended to do that. It would’ve been great to have company there early on.

      William started down the stairs, trailing a hand on the wall. When Jayna took her step down, she realized exactly why. The stairs were incredibly steep. From above, she had not noticed quite how steep they were and how much it felt like she was going to tumble down into the darkness. Now that she was here, she couldn’t help but feel as if she might take one misstep and go staggering downward into the abyss.

      “There are tunnels all throughout here. My family placed them early on as a means of protection,” William explained. He reached a landing, and the stairs changed directions, continuing down at the same steep angle.

      Jayna continued to hold her hand along the wall, and the light from above dimmed once they changed directions. She quickly traced a power pattern for a glowing orb, though there was pressure against her, as if some magic intended to resist her ability. Maybe proximity to William limited it, though Jayna had been able to overwhelm that power before. Jayna reached out and felt a cold along the walls.

      “I wouldn’t touch that part of the wall,” William said. “There is something in the wall designed to make it hard for sorcerers to control power here. It was another sort of separation. All but the most powerful can’t do magic at all.” He looked over his shoulder, up at her, and then over to the glowing orb she sent down from them. “So I guess we know who you are.”

      “More than a sorcerer,” Jayna said.

      “Well, more than a sorcerer, but that doesn’t change how you are still incredibly powerful. You wouldn’t be able to do this without having that power.”

      He continued to descend. Jayna found herself studying the walls for a little bit, and the power here, curious about what kind of spells had been placed. The Sul’toral had probably been involved, and maybe she could even learn something from them.

      “We are almost there.”

      “You have to do this every time?”

      “It gets easier the more you do it.”

      Then they reached the lower level. A small archway formed in front of them, and Jayna once again felt a surge of power against her, realizing the archway was designed to try to limit her magic even more. She stopped trying to focus on sorcery and used her Toral connection, which was unlimited.

      She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Can’t use it?” William asked.

      “Actually, I just can’t use sorcery. I’m still not at all limited when it comes to the other kind of power I have.”

      “I see,” he said. “Well, I must say I’m impressed.”

      “I’m not trying to impress you,” she said.

      “Oh, that’s fine. You’re doing it anyway.” He looked back, grinning at her.

      They reached the opening for another doorway. Rather than using his strange connection to power, William just pressed on the door, which came open with a soft sigh of energy.

      He looked over at her. “We don’t like to deactivate this too much. My brother is a bit particular about such things.”

      They stepped inside, and Jayna’s jaw dropped.

      She’d never seen anything like it before. It was vast. When he had described it as an archive, she had thought in her mind it would be a small room stuffed with books, but this was a spacious library with shelves that lined the walls, ringing the entirety of the room, some of them stretching nearly two stories high, with ladders that had to extend to the upper areas. A single table with a lantern in the middle occupied the center of the room. If this were anywhere else, it would’ve been one of the most impressive libraries in the world.

      “You keep this from the Society?”

      “As far as I know,” he said. “None of the other advisors have ever been down here.”

      “Because you’ve stolen from the Society,” Jayna said.

      “Don’t say it like that,” William snapped.

      “I’m not saying it like anything,” Jayna said. “I’m just suggesting you’ve kept it hidden because you’ve stolen from the Society.”

      “Some of them,” William said, looking around. “But we have grown this archive in other ways. We try to keep it from the Society, though.”

      “I imagine it is difficult to find any scholars of real skill, since most are tied to the Society.”

      “You would think so,” William said.

      He headed inside and reached the table, where there was the singular lantern, though it did not seem to be an enchanted lantern, just oil-based. It glowed softly, set upon a metal table, not wood, and pushed back a bit of the darkness around him.

      “It looks like he’s not here,” William said. “I can guide you down again later.”

      “Or I can find my own way down….” Jayna began before a voice interrupted her.

      “Who let you down here?”

      It was a thin, quiet, raspy voice, and Jayna spun.

      A strange, short-looking man stood near one of the shelves, tucked into the shelf, holding onto a book. Jayna frowned at him. He hadn’t been there even a moment before—she was certain of it. At least, she didn’t think he had been there a moment before.

      “Hello, Wurthaner,” William said, raising his hand.

      “Do I know you?” Wurthaner, the scholar, came toward William, holding onto the book he clutched against his chest, while pushing a pair of glasses up his nose. He looked at William, frowning deeply. “Yes. I have seen you before. I do recall that you were instructed not to come down here without permission.”

      William gave Jayna a sideways glance, which struck her as amusing, partly because she found all of this amusing. Not only amusing, but it was also entertaining, and the fact that William was restricted from his family’s archives because of this scholar?

      This is fantastic.

      “And who did you bring down here? Somebody else of trouble?”

      “This is Jayna Aguelon, my brother’s advisor. She has his utmost respect and utmost trust. You are to provide her with anything she needs.”

      “And what do you need?” the man asked, turning to her, and raising his nose.

      “Answers to questions,” Jayna said. She looked around. “And obviously, you have access to answers and resources beyond what I could find on my own.”

      “Perhaps I do.” He looked over at William. “You can run along now.”

      “I’m staying with Jayna,” William said.

      “She has questions. You do not.”

      Wurthaner stared at him for a moment, and Jayna found herself grinning and trying to suppress the grin, as this man did amuse her in ways, she suspected that he shouldn’t, but at this point, maybe it didn’t even matter.

      “You should really run along,” she said, looking over at William. “You wouldn’t want to upset Wurthaner.”

      “Find me when you’re done,” William said with a sigh.

      He tipped his head politely, nodding to Wurthaner before he strode out of the room, closing the door behind himself. When he did, Jayna couldn’t help but feel like there was a bit of pressure.

      Wurthaner paused, setting the book on the table as he approached, and looked up at her. He took a deep breath, sniffing, then cocked his head to the side. “You don’t strike me as a scholar. The King promised me he would only send scholars down here, and you don’t strike me as a scholar.”

      “You said that already,” Jayna said.

      “Well, it makes it no less true. Are you a scholar?”

      “I’m something of a scholar,” she said. Something about this man reminded her of Telluminder, though not from appearance. Well, maybe slightly from appearance. Telluminder was short, much like Wurthaner was short, but Telluminder had the strange, bulbous head she suspected was tied to whatever people he was descended from, not human, as Jayna had come to believe, whereas this man did look human, at least outwardly, though he was small. She found herself intrigued by him, partly because there had to be a reason he had been drawn here. She wasn’t sure what it was, nor was she sure why she had, but she figured that it would be helpful to learn. “What about you? Are you something of a scholar?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t,” Wurthaner snapped.

      “I figured I should ask,” Jayna said. “As you know, I am the King’s advisor, and he trusts me implicitly.” She leaned forward, grinning. When she did, she twisted her Toral ring.

      His gaze darted to it, and then he took a step back. “Dragon stone,” he said, sucking in a breath.

      “You know it?”

      How could she have gone so long with so few people knowing about dragon stone, the Toral ring, or what it meant, and then suddenly everybody seemed to know?

      “I know it. Who have you trapped?”

      “What?”

      His gaze lingered on the ring. “Who have you trapped?”

      “I haven’t trapped anyone.”

      He started to take a step away from her and then turned, as if he were going to run.

      Jayna wanted answers. And it seemed to her as if Wurthaner, surprisingly, had them. And if she didn’t do anything, didn’t stop him, she worried he was going to keep running, and she would not be able to get the answers to her questions.

      It left her with only one thing she could do.

      She erected a magic ball spell around him.

      Wurthaner slammed into the magic ball spell, and she forced him back over to her. He scrambled, pushing on it, fear contorting his face.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” she said, snapping at him. “But I did come here for answers, regardless of what you might think. And you obviously have answers. So we are going to talk. If we have to do so in this spell pattern, then so be it. I would love not to have to hold you like this, but then again, I’m not opposed to doing so if it’s going to get me the answers I want.” She waited, and Wurthaner finally settled, taking a calming breath as he did, before he turned his attention back to her. “That’s better. Now. Why don’t you tell me what you know about the dragon stone and why you think I have somebody trapped in the dragon stone? And we can go from there. If you answer my questions satisfactorily, I will release you from this. If you don’t, I will hold it until you suffocate.”

      A bead of sweat dripped down his brow, and she resisted the urge to laugh.

      She didn’t even think she could suffocate him in the magic ball spell.

      But that didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that he believed it.

      He bobbed his head in a nod. “I will answer your questions.”
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      Jayna sat across from Wurthaner, staring at him for a long moment, waiting for him to begin. She fidgeted with her ring and realized how it would be perceived, as she fully understood he would view it as a threat to him. She didn’t mind that, as at this point, she needed to have him view it as a threat, which might prompt him to answer her questions more effectively.

      “You can begin anytime,” she said.

      “I’m thinking,” Wurthaner said, and he immediately flushed. “If you don’t mind,” he added quickly.

      “I might mind,” Jayna said. “But I will give you a pass this time. Don’t make me do it again.”

      He nodded hurriedly.

      She didn’t like that she had to approach him in this way, as she wasn’t really in the mood to harm him, but after he had sent William away, Jayna had thought she had an ally with him, only to realize that wasn’t going to be the case at all. And yet, it did strike her that he knew something.

      “You come here asking about dragon stone,” he said, and he looked over at her, meeting her gaze, which she found impressive, as he was obviously afraid of her. “I can provide you with some information, but there are certain things I do not know, unfortunately. I have access to these archives, and I have had access to other archives, but the answers still elude me. I can provide you with everything I know, but there will be parts that will be incomplete. I hope you’ll forgive my ignorance. Great one.”

      Jayna chuckled. “I may be tempted to forgive your ignorance, but you must prove yourself worthy in other ways. Now, how would you like to begin?”

      He took a deep breath, letting it out, and then looked down at her hand, focusing on her dragon stone ring. “You have that ring, which I assume means you have trapped some power inside of it.”

      “I was gifted this ring and did not trap any power inside it. Why would you have assumed I did?”

      He glanced behind him, then turned his attention back to her, before widening his eyes. “If you don’t mind?”

      She lifted him, using the magic ball spell to hold on to him, and then guided him from the bench, where he walked over to the stacks, and then began to work his way along the shelves until he found whatever it was he was looking for. When he did, he turned his attention back to her, and then pointed to the books. “If you might permit me access.”

      “I will give you only a little leeway here,” she said.

      She focused and tried to create a small opening in the magic ball spell, though it was a bit more complicated than she had anticipated. She was unsure how to release only a partial amount of power out, but she found she could form a secondary hole in the magic ball spell and let him stretch his hand out through that.

      He grabbed a book, pulled it inside the shell she held, and then turned his attention back to her. When he reached her, she chuckled, until he set the book down on the table for a moment.

      “This is one such example of dragon stone. As you see, if you read through here, you’ll get records of those who understood such things placing aspects of power.” He looked up at her. “What they called fragments. It was the shattered remains of those of power.”

      Jayna’s heart started to pound. “The shattered remains of others?”

      “Fragments,” he said. “Of a whole. And it is those fragments that can be embedded within the dragon stone. They can give power to the wielder. I assumed that was you, when you came here threatening me the way you did. Now, perhaps you have no intention of harming me with your fragment of power, but how am I to know? I don’t know what you might do, as I don’t know you, nor do I know what you are willing to do; other than that, you have held me inside of a shell of power.” He wrinkled his nose as he said it.

      “And I imagine you’re trying to figure out how such a thing is possible, as you are likely led to believe that sorcery was not possible here. Despite that, the Society House exists in the city.”

      Wurthaner said nothing. Jayna smiled.

      “So you immediately began questioning the dragon stone and who I had trapped.”

      “You aren’t a scholar but have a decent mind.”

      “And you are not powerful, but useful,” Jayna said. “Don’t make it any different.”

      “I see,” he muttered.

      “Do you? Because I want to make sure we are in full understanding of each other. I don’t want there to be any questions.”

      “There are no questions.”

      “Good. Now help me understand these fragments and what you think I need to know about them, so I can understand whether I should trust you.”

      He looked down at the book. “This speaks of these fragments being embedded inside of dragon stone. But it also speaks of greater powers.” He looked up at her. “And I assume that is what you have access to.”

      “To be honest, I don’t really know what I have access to.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “Because the power I have is different, and it has never been completely explained to me what I can do, nor why I can do it.”

      He shuddered. “And you don’t know what fragment you have?”

      “I don’t know if what I have is a fragment,” she said.

      “Intriguing,” he said. “Well, then we can talk about fragments in general.” He leaned back, held his hands on top of the book, and looked across the table at her. “Fragments of power are from those of power. They are generally tied to others who have gathered their own sort of energy and have learned how to control it, but it’s not entirely related to that. All it takes is some natural ability, and it can be stored, concentrated, and perhaps used by somebody who has an understanding of their own.”

      “I was under the understanding the El’aras did something similar,” she said.

      “Were you?” He frowned. “Well, I haven’t heard that, but it would make a certain sort of sense, wouldn’t it? The El’aras are obviously beings of power, though the level of power they possess is questionable. I can’t say that I know with any real certainty just how much power they do possess, nor can I say with any real certainty whether that power is accessible to anyone else.”

      “Accessible?” she asked.

      “Exactly. That power is different, and because of that, it becomes useful in other ways. But with the El’aras, I can’t say if the energy they possess is useful for anybody beyond just the El’aras.”

      “It’s unlikely anybody other than the El’aras could use their power.”

      “You have some experience with them?” He leaned forward and gripped the table, looking over at her. “I would very much like to know about that.”

      “I’m sure you would,” she said. “But unfortunately, I’m not here to provide you with information.”

      “Threats are not really necessary, Ms. Aguelon.”

      The way he said it suggested he had heard of her before, but his actions, the way he had reacted to her initially, suggested he had not. She didn’t know which it was. Did he know her, or did he not?

      “I am just looking for information. All I want is a reasonable exchange of information.”

      “You could have simply said that,” Wurthaner said.

      “Well, you didn’t necessarily give me a chance to do that, as you have been little more than difficult with me.”

      “Perhaps I have. Perhaps I have.” He leaned back. “What experience do you have with the El’aras?”

      “I don’t have very much. There’s a man I’ve met who’s tied to the El’aras, but I’m not exactly sure how much he is tied to them, though he has been working on their behalf and dealing with strange powers in the world.”

      He nodded excitedly. “Ah. Yes. The Chain Breaker.”

      “You know him?”

      “All scholars know of him. As he has proven himself an interesting study.”

      “An interesting study?”

      “Well, for those of us who follow such things, we look for interesting studies. And the Chain Breaker has certainly proven himself to be that. He has unique power. Not just unique to the El’aras but to the world. And it is that uniqueness my guild finds intriguing.”

      “I didn’t realize there was a scholarly guild.”

      “You thought we were unaffiliated?”

      “I guess I haven’t given it much thought before, but now that you mention it, I probably should have as it seems to me scholars likely can provide a bit of a challenge for me.”

      “Only if you make an enemy of us,” he said, waving his hand and grinning at her.

      She scowled at him.

      “Pardon me,” he went on and shook his head. “I don’t mean to anger you, as I’m simply trying to understand what you’re after and whether I might be able to help you.”

      “Tell me more about these fragments, what they mean, and whether there is anything to them, I need to be concerned about.”

      “You’re coming back to that?”

      “I’m always coming back to that,” Jayna said. She took a deep breath and twisted her ring. “The man who gave me this ring told me my task was to hunt down dark creatures, which turned into hunting down dark sorcerers, which turned into hunting down Sul’toral.” She looked up at him and noted a lack of reaction on his face. “You’ve heard of the Sul’toral.”

      “Sorcerers of incredible power.”

      “Perhaps,” she said. “And I was led to believe they served an entity called Sarenoth, and that doing so granted them access to his incredible power, but lately, I have started to question whether that’s the case.”

      He pressed his hands down on the book. “Because you felt you were serving the Sul’toral and not serving some dark entity.”

      “Something along those lines,” Jayna said, deciding it was in her best interest not to deny that, as she really did want information from him, and she couldn’t help but think he had to have something. She just had to figure out what it was. “And yet, everything I have learned and done has told me I am not serving any dark entity. So if that’s the case, then what is Sarenoth?”

      “You seem as if you already have an answer.”

      “Actually, I don’t, and I was hoping maybe you had one.”

      “Sarenoth was reportedly a being of great power. The Sul’toral have long been accused of serving him and using that power against others. Now whether that is true or not, and whether there is really anything to be said about it, is another matter. I can’t say with any certainty whether it is or not.”

      “But you think it’s possible?”

      “You’re asking because you want to know about fragments, so that leads me to believe you have your own set of questions about whether or not it is the case. And to be honest, I simply do not know. Perhaps?”

      “Perhaps Sarenoth is a fragment?”

      “Exactly. Perhaps. I can’t say whether that is the case or not, but it would make sense.”

      “So if Sarenoth is a fragment, and if the Sul’toral were using that fragment of power, what happens if they are stripped from that power?”

      “It’s not a matter of stripping them from that power,” he said. He frowned. “The fragment cannot be destroyed. Well, presumably. There are some who speculate that such powers can be scattered and eradicated, but it takes a different kind of power than what any has seen in the world before. So we will work on the assumption that a fragment can simply not be destroyed. And if we work with that understanding, then we must also work with the understanding that fragments then separate, and another can take over their power, granting them the ability to utilize that energy for themselves and for whatever purpose they have.”

      “I see,” she said, and she thought she did. If that was the case, and if there were fragments of power that those who serve Sarenoth were using, then by destroying the Sul’toral, she wasn’t really destroying their power. All she was doing was destroying the person using that power. As she saw it, the problem was that somebody else could either take that power, or those who had power might take more of it. She had even considered that before.

      “Are we making them stronger?”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      “If we’re making them stronger, then there has to be some way we could weaken them again.”

      “Again, I think that is a possibility.”

      “And if that’s the case, then….”

      Then she didn’t even know.

      “You see the challenge here, don’t you? Once you start chasing down power fragments, it becomes far more complicated than most understand. It is not simple magic. It is ancient magic. It is the power that has existed in the world for generations. Some have claimed that magic can never be destroyed, only transformed. And while I don’t know if that is true or not, it would make a certain sort of sense.”

      She leaned back. “So this person I’m working with, who gave me the dragon stone ring, may actually be a fragment.”

      “I suppose it’s possible. You claim you don’t know.”

      “I’ve met him,” Jayna said.

      “You’ve met your fragment? I don’t believe that is how it works.”

      “I’ve seen him. And he called himself Arathon.”

      The scholar glanced back, and a hint of a smile curled his lips.

      “I fail to see what’s so funny about that.”

      “It’s just what you said. It is an ancient word, nothing more. It is not a name.”

      “What if it is a name?”

      “Then it’s an odd name. It simply means ‘gathered power.’”

      Jayna frowned. Gathered power?

      Why would Ceran have called himself that?

      But then, she didn’t know much about Ceran as she had believed. Now she didn’t know if he was trapped, or perhaps he was merely fragmented. Not merely. The more she thought about it, the more she started to question if that was an even worse possibility.

      “Have I answered the questions you have?”

      “You’ve answered some, raised new ones, and made me question everything I thought I knew,” Jayna said.

      Only, it wasn’t Wurthaner who made her question some of the things.

      There had been her experience in the prison realm. The El’aras. And now this.

      Maybe she could learn something from Wurthaner.

      “What else can you help me understand about fragments? Because when I first started working with Ceran, he told me I had to deal with dark creatures.”

      “That is the issue. Those fragments can be bonded to others, and the power can be corrupted.”

      “And you said there wasn’t any way of destroying magic.”

      “You don’t need to destroy. What you need to do is remove, and then we must allow that to settle, so that others do not damage it.”

      “I’m not sure how to do that.” She thought about the dark wolves, the dark squirrels, and other creatures she had encountered over the years. Through all of that, Jayna had no idea how she could deal with that kind of power without destroying it. But did that mean she was releasing that power out upon the world? Maybe she had sent the fragments back out by destroying those creatures, and then what?

      Ceran.

      Arathan.

      He’d told her his name… and something else.

      She snorted. “I see.”

      “What do you see?”

      “I’m starting to see that my mentor might have had a bit more of a sense of humor than I had realized. And maybe he was more honest with me than I had ever known.” She got up and released the magic ball spell from around Wurthaner before looking around the inside of the archives. “What happens when I’ve destroyed the Sul’toral? Have I simply released fragments of power?”

      “They were powerful sorcerers,” he said.

      “That’s not a yes or no.”

      “It is, and I don’t know. These are topics I don’t traditionally study. If you would like, I can look into it a bit more, as there may be aspects here within the city that I could help you with, but unfortunately, these are aspects I’m not familiar with.”

      “Maybe we have to get familiar with it.”

      She headed toward the door and paused a moment. “Say,” she said, pausing and turning and looking back at him, “you mentioned you are a part of a guild. I don’t suppose you know a man named Telluminder?”

      He didn’t move or say anything.

      “Well. From your reaction, you obviously do know Telluminder. That’s good. He and I have a bit of experience together in Nelar. But then you probably know that. So if I see him again, I’ll let him know you, and I have met. And if you see him before I do, let him know I’m still kicking.”

      “You know, Telluminder.”

      “I just said that.”

      “Why didn’t I know this?”

      “Are you afraid Telluminder is keeping secrets from you?”

      “The guild shares all,” he said.

      “And it’s a problem if he isn’t sharing?”

      “It could be,” he said.

      “Well, that’s too bad. I don’t think you need to get too upset with Telluminder, as I’m pretty sure he’s reliable, and he did provide me with quite a bit of information when I was dealing with dangerous Sul’toral in Nelar.”

      “I will offer whatever services I need, Jayna Aguelon,” he said, bowing his head.

      “Just like that?”

      “Well, I think it is important we help those that seek to change the world. And it seems to me you are one such person.”

      “I don’t want to change the world. I just want to save it.”
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      There was no reason for Jayna to follow her brother as often as she had been, other than curiosity. Still, she felt as if she had an obligation to try to help him and didn’t feel as if she could do so without knowing if he were in danger. There had been nothing to suggest he was doing anything other than the kinds of jobs that he kept taking. But as she followed him through the streets, he headed into a much nicer neighborhood than he once would have occupied, which brought a smile to her face. Maybe she didn’t need to be so concerned about him.

      After watching the building for a little while, she turned, making her way back to the city, and she hadn’t gone very far when her ring constricted. The sense of where it guided her was in the city this time. More dark power? She followed it and reached a small courtyard where she felt that energy, finally realizing it came from an older man.

      There was nobody else around. It was late enough that she didn’t have to worry about anybody watching what she might do, but it was still strange for her to feel a dark sorcerer operating so openly.

      She wrapped the man inside of her magic ball spell and squeezed. She half expected he would immediately start to unleash dark magic, yet she didn’t notice anything more attacking her spell.

      “What have I done to upset the Society?” The man looked at her, and his entire body seemed to tremble.

      “What are you doing out here?” Jayna asked.

      “I was just passing through, sorcerer.”

      She was certain this was where she detected the dark magic, but was he not a dark sorcerer?

      The conversation she’d had with the El’aras stuck with her. The idea that there were fragments of power in the world, and that those fragments could somehow escape, left her wondering if perhaps her understanding of dark magic had been misguided.

      “Are you a sorcerer?”

      He shook his head quickly.

      “Enchanter?”

      He blinked, licking his lips.

      “You’re an enchanter. What kind of enchantments do you make?”

      He pulled a long, slender piece of wood out of his pocket and held it up. “Just these, sorcerer. They are only useful to those who are looking for specific edible berries. I’m a collector. A farmer, really.”

      “Edible berries?”

      That didn’t seem anything dark. What was she missing?

      “Well, that’s normally what I hunt for, but lately, I’ve been able to find more than just berries. I thought I’d grown in skill, and perhaps that is what it is.”

      “I see,” she said. “And how long has it been since you have grown in skill?”

      “A few months. If it has angered the Society, then I am sorry. I…”

      “It has nothing to do with angering the Society,” Jayna said.

      She held onto him, trying to decide what she was going to do with him.

      Jayna needed to understand how it became corrupted if this was tied to power fragments. She had believed a festival was required to take dark magic and use it, but if that were not the case, and these fragments could be corrupted naturally, then didn’t she need to learn how?

      “You will come with me,” she said, making a decision.

      She dragged him with her, not giving him an opportunity to object.

      When they came near a cluster of people near a street corner, Jayna wrapped the magic ball more tightly around him, and pulled him in, keeping him from escaping, but she also tried to solidify it slightly, wanting to make sure he couldn’t shout. Not that she was worried about somebody drawing attention to her, but she didn’t want to create any more issues in the city than there already were.

      When they reached the palace, she hurried toward the main entrance, and once there, she pressed on the door and stepped inside.

      She looked at one of the servants, a younger man she had never seen before, and said, “Find William.”

      He went racing off.

      Jayna stood at the entrance to the palace, ignoring the man next to her crying out for her to listen and to let him go as he had done nothing and was not anyone to be concerned about. She didn’t know if that was true, as she increasingly felt there was something more she needed to know here. A bit of the darkness pulsed against her, constricting against her ring, in a way that Jayna felt like she wanted to strip it off, but didn’t know if she could. She used the magic ball spell around him to keep him from escaping.

      “Jayna?” William asked, striding down the stairs, and then he tensed.

      “Stay where you are,” she said, looking up at William. “I don’t want you to release anything here. I don’t know what’s going on, but this man has a fragment of power. Dark power.”

      “He has a fragment?”

      “I’ll explain it to you soon, but I need to find a place to put him where we can then decide what we are going to do.”

      “If he’s a dark sorcerer….”

      “Not a sorcerer, but an enchanter, and I’m not even sure he knows.”

      William hurriedly nodded, seeming to take everything in stride, and then he pointed for her to head back out of the palace. “Back of the courtyard, there are a series of stalls.”

      “You want me to put him in a barn?”

      “For now. We can decide if he needs to be imprisoned.” The man gasped, and William frowned. “But seeing what you have said, and watching his reaction, I’m starting to think perhaps prison isn’t the answer for him.”

      Jayna didn’t think that was the case either, as she didn’t have any real sense of this man using the dark power, only that he must have been bonded to it somehow.

      Likely unintentionally. And that was what she felt as if she needed to understand—unintentional connection to fragments of power that corrupted someone.

      “And get your scholar.”

      Jayna guided the man out and found the barn in the back of the courtyard, much like he claimed, as Jayna had never been there before. It was small, at least for the palace, and when she headed inside, she found it empty as well. That surprised her. She figured the King would keep something here. Horses, or some sort of magical creature, but it was empty.

      She opened up one of the stalls, slid the man inside, and then closed the door, erecting a barricade around it and hurriedly blocking it off. She hadn’t known whether it would be strong enough to hold, but it did.

      It didn’t take long before William returned. “You care to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Well, it’s a bit complicated.”

      She went on to explain what Wurthaner had told her, what she had learned from the El’aras about different powers, the different fragments, and how that was likely tied to what she had been looking for with Ceran.

      “And now you think this man has some sort of a dark fragment attached to him?”

      “I think he does,” she said. “And the problem is I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “And you need Wurthaner….”

      “Because Wurthaner seems to understand these fragments.”

      “Actually,” Wurthaner said, striding into the barn and holding a book under one arm and a small bag under another, “I did not claim as to what I might know about fragments. I merely shared with you what I understood about the powers that exist in the world, and you were the one to have claimed what that might mean.”

      “We need to strip it off of him,” Jayna said.

      “I don’t know if that is possible.”

      “I need to know if it’s possible,” Jayna said.

      “Again,” Wurthaner said, looking over at Jayna, “I have told you that such a thing is perhaps not possible the way you would like it to be.”

      “I think that is what Ceran ultimately did,” Jayna said. “Until recently. When we dealt with the dark magic, fragments would be released. I suspect he gathered them and bound them in a way. At least, he used to do so. I didn’t know why until you told me his name.”

      “I don’t know if that is quite right,” he said.

      “Well, the fact you don’t know means it might be,” Jayna said, and she looked around until she saw William watching her, and she shrugged. “There’s something here. I don’t know what it is. But we need to strip it off of him, if we can.”

      “How do you intend to do it?” William asked.

      “Considering what we know of your ability, I think it’s necessary.” She found Wurthaner frowning and could easily imagine what he was thinking, how he was probably trying to figure out what sort of ability William might have. However, she wasn’t going to be the one to say anything and reveal it. “What I need you to do is try to separate it. Then I’m going to gather it. Does that make sense?”

      “Not at all,” he said.

      “You think we can do it?” she asked, looking over at Wurthaner.

      “It depends on how potent this fragment is.”

      “He doesn’t seem to be aware of it and has only mentioned that his power has grown over the last few months.”

      “I suppose it is possible. But again—”

      “Right. You don’t know.”

      She pulled open the door to the stable and stepped inside with William behind her. Wurthaner did not join them.

      Once inside, she stood for a moment and shifted the magic ball spell out and around them, so she included the man. She looked at him and tried to smile as reassuringly as possible, though she didn’t know if he would actually be reassured.

      “Here’s the deal,” she explained. “I think you’ve been tainted by some sort of a fragment of power, and it’s made you grow stronger with your enchantments. Now, if that were all it was, I wouldn’t have any problem with it, but the problem is that fragment of power is corrupted, and over time I fear you will be corrupted.”

      The man looked at her. “Fragment?” His voice was weak and horribly. “I don’t understand.” He grabbed his balding head, holding it between both hands. “I didn’t try to do anything that would upset the Society.”

      “Well, this fragment of power is dangerous, and over time it might come to destroy you.” His eyes widened again. Jayna realized she might be sharing a little bit too much with him, which might not even be true. “I am going to try to remove this from you so that it doesn’t destroy you. Unfortunately, it may weaken you and take you back to the level of ability that you had before, but I think that’s probably for the best.”

      She didn’t give him an opportunity to question. She shifted the magic ball spell, squeezed it around him, and then began to press it into him.

      “What are you doing?” William asked.

      “I’m trying to hold him to squeeze this power out of him.”

      “Well, if it is merely a matter of trying to strip power off of him, I doubt you’ll be able to tear it free.”

      “What if I try healing him?”

      “The healing would only work if something were wrong with him, right?”

      “What do you propose?”

      “Let me see what I can do.”

      William stepped over and grabbed the man by the wrist, and then there was a strange trembling. As Jayna held onto the magic ball spell around the man and William, she felt a fluttering. It was almost as if something were shearing.

      “Keep doing that,” Jayna said, and she started to follow the contour of that shearing sense that she detected, even though she wasn’t entirely sure what it was. It started to flow, sliding, and separating.

      An idea came to her.

      Gathered power.

      Arathon.

      Her ring. Dragon stone could hold power. Why couldn’t she do that now?

      She focused on the ring, on the power that she was using. Rather than pushing power out as she had every other time, she tried something she’d only done one other time. It was when she was in that strange prison realm. When she had suddenly gained more power, she had pulled.

      She drew that power up and into her, drawing it into the ring, and she felt it swelling with power. And that power swelling began to bulge, building, and she realized she could do it.

      The ring began to hold on to the power, and the shearing sense from what William was doing slowly began to ease until there was nothing more. That power faded, fluttering, as it drifted into her ring.

      The man collapsed.

      She looked over at William. “It’s done.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I felt it. I think it’s what the ring is for. Well, at least partly.” She laughed, a little maniacally, she realized, as it came with a sense of understanding. “I’ve been trying to understand Ceran, what Ceran was doing, and why he would send me. He wanted me to target the dark sorcerers, as they were using the power intentionally, but he also would gather that power once I was done. He was always there.”

      “I don’t see why that makes you laugh.”

      “Partly because I realized that not only was he there, but he also helped with that power and used it.”

      But it was more than just that. She had always been afraid of that dark power when she felt it. And that power had been there within the connection she shared with Ceran, drawing through the Toral ring.

      But the dark power was not tied to Sarenoth. It was tied to the corruption of those fragments. Jayna could use that dark power, partly because anybody could use that dark power. But in her case, she had found a way to draw on that power while not allowing it to corrupt her. And maybe, if she did it right, she might be able to alter that power once again and bring it back.

      Wasn’t that what Wurthaner had claimed?

      Magic could not be destroyed. But it could be transformed.

      And that was what she needed to do. She would finish this task, as she had agreed to it when she had taken on the Toral ring. She wasn’t sure what else she would need to do, but this she could complete. And she would do for Ceran.
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      Jayna found herself in the darkness again, the city’s sound all around her. Everything was strangely quiet and calm, and yet she felt an undercurrent of anxiety working through her. It was strange for her to feel that way, mostly because she knew that undercurrent of anxiety was pointless at this time, especially given everything she had already proven that she could do, but she could not shake it.

      Eva strolled alongside her, smoke spilling out from her. It was not nearly as potent as it had been recently, as if she were trying to avoid releasing too much power. And given that Eva had grown in strength, that might have been exactly what she did.

      “Why do you think we’re going to find any more of these?” Eva asked.

      “There was one fragment, and I am left thinking there will be more.”

      “Let’s just say there are,” Eva said, standing and looking all around her. There was a bit of an undercurrent of energy coming from her. “And let’s assume you find them. How many do you think you are going to strip away before you decide you’ve done enough?”

      “I don’t know,” Jayna said.

      Ceran had wanted her to find dark sorcerers, dark magic, and dark creatures. Could that be what she had been chasing all this time? Or had she found some who were not necessarily dark, only somehow connected to fragments in a way that had made them more powerful?

      Jayna needed to know more. She thought she would only get those answers by pursuing the kind of power she knew existed in the city itself.

      “Just help me search.”

      “How am I supposed to know what anything like this is going to feel like?” Eva asked.

      “Well, I suppose it’s going to feel quite obvious to you. You, Ashara are powerful creatures, are you not?” Eva shot her a look. “All I’m asking is that you focus on whether there is anything here you can feel. I don’t know if there will be, but I’m using some tracking spells to see if there’s anything I can uncover.”

      “You mean the same tracking spells you stole from Char.”

      “I like to think of it as if I borrowed them. Stealing makes it seem so much worse.”

      “How is he, by the way?”

      “Quiet,” Jayna said.

      “Does that bother you?”

      “You know, there was a time when I forced that silence along our linking spell. I thought I needed to. Then again, I also thought I was embracing some sort of dark magic,” she said, shaking her head at her ignorance. She had come such a long way since that time, and had come to learn so much more about the world than she ever had before. “But when I saw him again in Nelar, and we got closer again, I thought our friendship would return to the way it was. Now…” She shrugged. “I suppose I don’t know. Our connection is deeper, but there’s a part of me that still feels as if we are more distant than ever before.”

      “Does he want the distance?”

      It was a good question, and it was one Jayna didn’t know the answer to. “I think if he had his choice, he would want me to be better connected to him. And I want to be better connected to him, but it’s just that I feel this judgment when we are connected. Does that make any sense?”

      “Perfect sense,” Eva said. “And I’m sure it is difficult for you.”

      “Quite,” Jayna said.

      Other factors weighed on her, not the least of which was that she had questioned whether Char had any romantic interest in her. She didn’t think so, but there was a part of her that remained suspicious that he might have some romantic interest in her.

      “I’d like for you to help mix your Ashara magic into what I’m doing,” Jayna said.

      “Using me again,” Eva said, shaking her head in mock irritation. “That’s all you ever do.”

      “I know, and I used to be able to say the same about you, but now you even have your own home, so I don’t think I can make that claim.”

      “You definitely cannot,” Eva said, looking at Jayna.

      They were standing near the north edge of the city, where everything was quiet around her, and Jayna hurriedly began to form a tracking spell. It was a basic pattern, one she knew she could make even more complicated, but now that she understood what she was looking for, she only needed the basic version. There was a certain signature to the fragment when they attached to the other man, so she thought she might be able to use what she could feel from that fragment to try to identify it. If there were patterns to it, she could track those patterns.

      “Anything?” Eva asked.

      “Well, I’m going to need you to add some of what you are doing here. It strengthens my magic.”

      “I’ve wondered about that,” Eva said, a hint of smoke coming off her. “It always has strength in what you do, yet I question why.”

      “Probably because it is necessary.”

      “Probably,” Jayna said.

      She suspected there was more to it, something about the combination of their power that mattered, but she didn’t know what it was. At this point, Jayna wasn’t even sure if it mattered, what it was, or why. Instead, she turned her attention to her tracking spell and let that power wash outward. While easy, the spell required power for her to push across a great distance. She used sorcery to make the spell, used her Toral magic to augment it, and then when Eva began to push power into it, the combination began to add something more. An additional element that Jayna thought she might be able to use. The spell traced outward like a web. She could almost visualize it within her mind, a series of crisscrossing lines that flowed outward, all constructed from a faint tendril of magic. It was the reason such spells were considered tracking webs.

      She could hear Char’s voice in her mind as if he were trying to offer her lessons about the kind of tracking spell she used. And when she had her internal thoughts of sorcery, she heard his voice. When she had internal thoughts on Toral magic, it was Ceran’s voice.

      Where’s the space for my voice?

      There was a faint tugging on her awareness. It came slowly, but she could pick up on the source of it. She started moving, not worried about Eva following her, knowing she was. Then again, she could feel Eva’s magic flowing into the pattern that Jayna formed, adding her own element. The two of them marched through the streets, moving past quiet storefronts, ignoring the occasional person they passed, before they stopped at home.

      “In here?” Eva asked.

      “They are,” Jayna said. “But I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      “Do we just break in and wake him up?”

      “Assuming they are sleeping.”

      “I can feel them sleeping,” Eva said. “There’s a steadiness to their breathing.”

      “How are you aware of their breathing?”

      “And how are you not?”

      Jayna shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m as attuned to such things.”

      “Maybe you should try to be.”

      Jayna began to focus and think about the kind of power that she had felt inside of the home. She didn’t care if they were awake or asleep. What she did care about was whether or not she would be able to strip off this fragment while standing outside of the home.

      “I’d like to do it from a distance. Do you think it’s possible?”

      “For you? Probably not. You’ll probably wake them up whether you want to or not.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Jayna said.

      “Oh, don’t mention it.”

      Jayna shook her head and began to focus on the fragmented power. The tracking spell allowed her to pick up on it, but now she had to somehow loop onto it and slip it apart.

      “Were you doing it without me?” A voice came from the darkness, and Jayna spun, already beginning to form a fireball spell, but held back from releasing it.

      “Damn it, William.”

      “I’ve been following you,” he said.

      “Great,” she said. “Just what I wanted here.”

      “I assume that you’re chasing fragments again.”

      “You can assume all you want,” Jayna said. “Because you know what they say about assuming.”

      “I don’t. Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      Jayna shared a look with Eva, who waited, as if she didn’t know the saying either.

      Jayna sighed. “Fine. You might be necessary, anyway. I don’t know if I am able to separate this fragment without somebody else like you here. Wait. Are there many others like you?”

      “You aren’t replacing me,” he said.

      “I didn’t say anything about replacing you.” She glanced over at Eva. She shrugged. “Maybe I did.”

      William shot her a look dripping with irritation. “I can feel the bubbling of power.”

      “Well, if you can, then maybe you can exert your influence. I’m not exactly sure how to do that here.”

      “I’m not able to exert it from a distance like that,” he said. “I need to be close.”

      “It looks like we are going to be waking this person up.”

      “Let me slip in. I can get closer and then try to remove some of this power. I don’t know if it’s going to work entirely, but if your goal was to do this from a distance, let’s try it.”

      “But you were slipping in isn’t giving me an opportunity to do it from a distance,” Jayna said. “In fact, what you’re doing is getting close to the person we are targeting, which means we don’t have that chance.”

      “I’m not going to break again,” William said. “I’m just getting closer. Does that make sense?”

      “Not really, but then again, I don’t have your strange kind of power. What do you call it again?”

      “I don’t call it anything,” William said. His voice was soft, and Jayna recognized that he was keeping something from her. Maybe it came from the fact he still suffered from training under Lartial and still felt as if there were things he should have done differently. At this point, Jayna simply did not know.

      He slipped away, and she looked over at Eva. “How do you suppose we are supposed to feel when he’s doing this?”

      “I don’t know. I suspect it’s going to come down to what you detect.”

      “Great. What I detected? Well, I don’t really detect anything, so I don’t know that this is going to work.”

      “You can try,” Eva said.

      “Oh, I’m trying.”

      She waited a moment, but then she noticed something.

      It was a subtle effect at first, but the longer she focused on it, the more obvious it became to her. She could feel some sort of subtle influence from the kind of power that William exerted. And it was subtle enough that she could pick up on it.

      “There’s our cue,” she said, and she began to focus on her connection, and her power, by using a magic ball spell, starting to loop it outward and toward that sense that she detected. Jayna didn’t know if it would work, but increasingly she began to pull on that power, so that it began to bubble and press on her in a way she could feel.

      As she pulled that power away, Jayna could draw some of it free, but there was resistance against her. She looped some of her Toral power into what she was doing, thinking that if she could do that, then she might be able to draw enough off that she wouldn’t have to worry about failing and fading here. The more she pulled, the more she began to feel some resistance building against her, making her feel as if she could not draw it all the way free.

      Then it began to separate.

      She pulled, and initially, she wasn’t sure what she needed to do with that power, but then she remembered she had drawn it into her ring before. Something about the Toral ring permitted her to pull that power off and store it. It was strange working from a distance, especially as she could feel something coming from her, and the way that the power started to peel away, but not so strange as not to feel as if she could do it.

      She kept pulling, wrapping that power into her, and then she began to feel it trembling against her.

      For a moment, she started to hesitate, but she felt Eva’s hand on her arm, a gentle nudge to keep going. And so she did. Jayna drew that power out, where it gradually began to flow, slowly losing down into her ring, where it settled, solidifying. And as she did so, she noticed that some aspect of that fragment remained. “Well?” Eva asked.

      “I’ve got it,” Jayna said.

      “I should hope so. I can feel what you did, but I can’t tell what it is. At least, not entirely.” Eva frowned. “There is something different to your ring.”

      Jayna twisted the ring. “How can you tell that?”

      “Because there is something about the way it reacts to what I am doing,” she said.

      “I’m surprised you can feel that from my ring.”

      “Well, your ring is connected to some of my power, is it not?”

      “I suppose it is,” she said.

      “And because of that, I can pick up on what it is doing and how that power is flowing.”

      Jayna supposed she shouldn’t be terribly surprised by that, as Eva had already proven she had a significant connection to her.

      William emerged from next to the house, shifting his jacket, and looking up to meet Jayna’s eyes. “Did it work?”

      “What do you think?” Eva snapped.

      “I just need to know if it worked.”

      “It worked,” Jayna said. “I can feel it, and can tell something there took hold, even if I’m not entirely sure what it was, or what more I might be able to do with it. But, regardless, it did seem to work.”

      “Good. Now I assume you intend to go and look for more?”

      “That’s the plan,” Jayna said. “Are you going to be a part of it?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      He waited for them to move.

      Jayna glanced at Eva, sharing a look with her, debating what she wanted to do here. It would be easier to go without William, but at the same time, she also didn’t know how necessary he was for what she had done. William might have been the key to stripping that fragment off. With his ability to neutralize power, and she somehow placed a wedge through that power, it might be that she could not do it without his assistance.

      “Let’s move someplace more central this time,” Jayna said.

      “Why?” William asked.

      “Well, because I felt this one trembling the last time we did this, but there were others out there. I don’t know how many there will be, but I suspect there are many.”

      The real question for Jayna was exactly how many they might have to face. And if she found fragment after fragment, would she just go around the city collecting them?

      Maybe that was what Ceran wanted her to do.

      Everything she had learned and trained to do might have bought her the lessons she needed about how to use this power. If so, then Jayna had to believe that Ceran might have wanted her to round up rogue fragments all around the city. And if that were the case, then she might as well get to it.

      “I hope this is what you want,” she muttered, shaking her head and twisting the ring.

      “What was that?” Eva asked.

      “No, it’s nothing. I’m just talking to myself again.”

      “It sounded like you were wondering if this was what I wanted.”

      “It was more about Ceran’s desires.. And I don’t know if this is what he was after. Or if this was what he was training me to do. I just feel like it is something that needs to be done.”

      “Then let’s do it,” Eva said.

      William nodded.

      Jayna twisted her Toral ring, sensing the new power that had settled in it and realizing that there would be some darkness to it, just as there had been in the ring all along. If she could balance that darkness and understand how to pull it through the ring, perhaps she could settle that fragment enough that it could be useful to her. And if not…

      

      Maybe the fragment would have to be released. Maybe they all would have to be released. But only when she found Ceran.

      It was time to get back to work.
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      She sat in the tavern holding on to the bottle of wine and taking a long drink. Her finger throbbed, though, for the first time in a while, she felt as if she were starting to understand the reason behind the throbbing and what she had been sent to do. As she focused on the power within the ring, she could feel some of that energy she had drawn off calling to her.

      Eva sat across from her, sending a tracing of smoke out and into the bloodstone, into the ring itself. She was examining the ring, a deep frown on her face, as if she were trying to discover the secret to what Jayna had done.

      “I cannot say anything,” Eva said. “And I don’t like it.”

      Increasingly, Jayna began to feel as if something about Eva had changed, and it was more than just her wine-drinking habits. She wasn’t sure what it was, only that something felt off. Then again, perhaps it was nothing more than the time difference for Eva versus the time difference for Jayna. In Eva’s mind, several years had passed, whereas, for Jayna, it had only been a few months.

      “I can’t tell either,” she said. “I’ve now found nearly a dozen different fragments throughout the city, and each one has become easier for me to draw off.” So far, none of the fragments had been particularly difficult, as they were likely smaller fragments. She had used her connection to the ring and the constriction that she felt to help her find those fragments, and had not even needed William for most of them. He’d come along, hunting that dark energy throughout the city, and she had ultimately tested whether she could do it without him and had managed to do so. “I haven’t found anything more in the city, but considering what we have already done, and how much power we have released, I suspect there will be another time when we find more of that same power.”

      “It’s strange,” Eva said. “Well, it seems strange. Some of this is just beyond my comprehension.”

      Jayna arched a brow at her and started to laugh. “I don’t think you need to play dumb with me,” she said. “And it’s not so much beyond your comprehension as it is a challenge for you.”

      “It’s power,” Eva said, shrugging. “And that’s the problem. I don’t know the kind of power, only that it seems to be something we should be chasing. What are we supposed to do with it now?”

      “I’m supposed to keep searching,” Jayna said.

      Eva leaned back, took her glass of wine—a glass this time rather than a bottle, though Jayna wondered if perhaps a bottle might be more fitting—and took a slow and steady drink. If there was one aspect of Eva that had shifted in her time away, it had been her need to drink as heavily as she had. It was almost as if Eva were more in control. And maybe she was.

      “The prison realm,” Eva said. “That’s what it has to be tied to.”

      “Perhaps,” Jayna said.

      “But if they knew that, then why send you there?”

      “I’m not even sure if they knew or not,” Jayna said. “Maybe they thought they would confine me there, but maybe they didn’t realize I’d be able to draw that power off?” She shrugged. “Or another possibility is that Ceran somehow convinced them to send me, because he knew I’d be able to find that power.”

      Those were the questions Jayna didn’t have answers to.

      “So if it’s all about gathering the fragments, and if Ceran’s collects them, then why didn’t he teach you how to do it?”

      “Maybe he didn’t know if I could? Or maybe he thought I could and was trying to teach me, but it was still something I had to learn on my own. I don’t know.”

      Eva sat back, taking another drink.

      The door opened, and Topher came striding into the tavern. When his gaze settled on Eva, he came running across the tavern before throwing his arms around her. Topher looked much the same as he had the last time, they had seen him, tall, conventionally handsome, his hair cut short, and yet he held onto a small circular enchantment that she suspected he had used to track them down.

      “You are here,” Topher said, wrapping his arms around Eva. “When Jayna let me know, you were back, I wasn’t even sure if she was telling the truth or not. I couldn’t believe it. You’ve been gone so long.”

      “Sit down,” Eva snapped.

      That wasn’t the same irritation in her voice as there had been before, and Jayna couldn’t help but notice the hint of a smile on Eva’s face as she looked at Topher. He took a seat, sitting next to Eva, pushing up against her. Eva didn’t push back.

      “You look like you’ve been in deep conversation,” Topher said.

      “Things have been a bit odd lately,” Jayna said.

      “Can I help with anything?”

      “I would welcome your opinion.” She described what had happened and what they had encountered. As she shared with him, Topher sat with his brow furrowed. Only when they were done did he start to nod slowly.

      “You fear this power can attack you?”

      “We’re more concerned about what Lartial and the others in the city knew about the power. I don’t know how much they knew about where they were trying to send us.”

      “Or it could have been where they were trying to go.”

      “You can go back,” Topher said.

      Eva snorted. “Go back? We barely escaped last time.”

      “But you know the trick of it, don’t you? Isn’t there some key you told me?”

      “We know there’s a way of escaping,” Jayna said. “But I don’t know how or whether I could even do it without the others.”

      Topher just shrugged. “Well, I’m just offering a suggestion.”

      “It’s not a very good one,” Eva muttered.

      “I wouldn’t have you go alone. I would come with you.”

      “Enchantments don’t work in that realm.” His face fell. “But we appreciate your willingness to come with us.” His smile returned.

      Jayna thought about what Topher had suggested, and though she did not like the idea of heading back to that prison realm, there was something to be said about it.

      It had to be tied to something. Maybe Lartial had known a way out. And if that were the case, then maybe they should be willing to go.

      She looked over at Eva, who was sitting, drinking her wine more slowly, and every so often casting a sideways glance in Topher’s direction, though looking as if she were trying to make it seem as if she were not. She continued to stream a bit of smoke, though it was incredibly controlled, creating a pattern that looped around the base of her wine glass before billowing up and over the edge. The smoke streamer was so faint that it was hard for Jayna to follow fully.

      “I don’t intend to go back,” Jayna said. “But I agree with Topher that there might’ve been a reason for them. What we know is that Lartial and the others wanted power. Right?”

      “They wanted it, but they didn’t get it.”

      “We don’t know that,” Jayna said. When Eva looked at her, Jayna shrugged. “Well, do we? We fought them off, but we also don’t know what happened to him.” She hadn’t even given him much thought, but she realized that was true at this point. She didn’t know what had happened to Lartial.

      “I never saw him,” Eva said.

      “Maybe he’s still there,” Topher said.

      “Or he knew how to escape from the very beginning,” Jayna said. “Though I was the one connected to the stone. If he would have learned how to do that, maybe….”

      How much power had been in that stone unless he had already done so?

      Certainly, more than what she could hold on to.

      “What was the stone?” Topher asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure,” Jayna began, “only that I think it stored other fragments.”

      “How?”

      “I…”

      At first, she hadn’t known and hadn’t really had a good idea, but now that she thought about it, she wondered if that was the entire purpose of that prison realm dragon stone. It was a way of trapping power, holding it in a place where others could not get to it and could not harm those there.

      “How about that?” she said softly. “Maybe that was the entire reason it was there. Lartial mentioned the prison was designed to hold people of power. It would work, and eventually, they would perish. They would live long stretches of time in that realm, and when they passed on, their fragments would be secured by the dragon stone. And not much time would pass here.”

      “That sounds… awful,” Eva said.

      “What I don’t understand is why they thought to do the same thing with the Ashara power.”

      “It no longer matters. Not to me,” Eva said.

      She took the last of her wine and then got up. Topher glanced at Jayna for a moment, shrugging, and followed Eva.

      Jayna sat for a long time, trying to decide what she was going to need to do. It felt like only yesterday she had learned about fragments, and now everything seemed to revolve around them.

      She looked over to where Eva was standing near the entrance to the tavern and prepared to get up, when she realized that William was sitting not far from her.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Well, I noticed a strange enchantment flying in the city. I followed it, saw your friend, and followed him here. He obviously has some way of tracking you.”

      “Obviously,” Jayna said.

      “And you don’t bother to prevent him?”

      “Well, he’s my friend, so I don’t bother to stop him, because I don’t care if he follows me.”

      “What about if I were to follow you?”

      “I haven’t decided,” Jayna said.

      “And we aren’t friends?”

      “I don’t know what we are,” Jayna said.

      William carried a mug of ale with him and sat down across from her. “I found something. I’ve been thinking about what you told me about the different kinds of fragments we’ve been chasing down and how you pull that fragmented energy into your ring.” He looked down. “It’s powerful, right?”

      “I suppose.”

      “And there aren’t many who know how to do that, I would assume.”

      She shrugged. “You’re probably right.”

      “What if somebody learns how to draw fragments into their ring?”

      “The only ones who have rings like this are the Toral. And as far as I know, none of the Toral know how to do that. If they were, then they would be dangerous.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “Dangerous, and not only to you, or the city, but to the world.”

      “You’re speaking in hyperbole, but you might be right.”

      “I’m telling you the truth,” he said. “Because it’s the truth. It would be dangerous if somebody could gain access to that kind of power. So,” he said, lowering his hands and setting them on the table and looking around before locking eyes with her, “what if I told you that my sources have identified a few different places of dragon stone?” He smiled. “Would you be interested?”

      “You know I would be.”

      “I thought so. I’ve been looking into dragon stone ever since you said that, and you’ve made a few comments that have left me thinking there probably was a bit more to what you experienced than what you shared,” he said, arching a brow at her. “I couldn’t help but feel as if I needed to dig into a little bit. So I started to put out feelers.”

      “That’s dangerous,” she said.

      “Why would it be dangerous? I serve the throne.”

      “Because of the kind of people who are after dragon stone,” she said. “If it’s somebody like Lartial,” she said, and though she believed that he had been lost in the other realm, there was the possibility he had survived, and worse, that he had escaped, “or another Toral, if they learn that you are doing this, then there’s a possibility they might try to take advantage of it and gain access to power they would use to destroy you.”

      “I’m not concerned about that. I’m not defenseless.”

      “I’m fully aware you aren’t defenseless, but there are limits to your power.”

      “That’s not the only reason you think it’s dangerous, is it?”

      “I suppose not,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      “El’aras,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Oh, you didn’t know?”

      “I guess I wasn’t expecting that,” he said.

      “Well, that’s the greater threat here. The El’aras are after dragon stone and may have always been using it, and that is what I would be more concerned about if I were you.”

      “But they wouldn’t be after fragments like that,” he said.

      “Other than to protect them,” she said.

      He leaned back, sipping his ale. “I suppose that is possible. And you think this mentor of yours was doing the same thing?”

      “He was gathering them. At least, I think he was. And now I don’t know what happened to him. It leaves me wondering if perhaps they used a prison like the one they sent me to.”

      “I seem to recall you choosing to go.”

      “Fine. I chose to go, but that doesn’t change the fact that they might be capable of having trapped Ceran and holding him in the same way.”

      “What if that’s exactly what they did?”

      “I didn’t feel anything to suggest that Ceran was there.”

      “Not there, but here. What if they found a way to trap him?”

      “It would have to be a place of considerable dragon stone power,” she said.

      “Exactly.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Well, I had Wurthaner do some digging.”

      “Wurthaner again?”

      “You don’t think he should have been?”

      “Well, that’s not it; it’s just that I am wondering if he is going to be helpful or if he is going to cause us problems. Scholars can be a bit of a pain in the butt.”

      “I will make sure he’s helpful. And so far, he has been.”

      “Only about the fragments,” she said.

      “And that has been helpful,” William said.

      He sat back, taking another drink and saying nothing, which irritated Jayna, as increasingly, she started to think that he knew more than what he was letting on, which bothered her.

      “It’s the El’aras,” he said. “He found a reference to something about the El’aras. Something powerful enough that I think we can follow to understand if your Ceran got trapped there.”

      “What is it?”

      “They have a place. Or had a place. I don’t think they use it anymore. It’s like many things of the El’aras. It’s been abandoned for a long time. Long enough that I don’t think anybody even remembers it’s there. But the archives do. And because of that, Wurthaner knew.” He smiled. “And it’s made entirely of dragon stone.”

      Jayna found herself frowning, trying to make sense of that, and couldn’t even fathom a place made entirely of dragon stone. But she didn’t have to fathom it. If it existed, it would explain so much.

      “What do you say? Do you want to go and see it?”
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      The enchantment made her uncomfortable. Jayna wasn’t sure she could trust it with William traveling along with them, as she had already seen how he had the potential to deactivate power. What would happen to her if he did that while she was flying? There was only so much her magic could protect her from.

      “Are you sure you are going to be able to do this safely?” Jayna asked.

      “I can. I have control over it.”

      “Just get on,” Eva muttered.

      “I can come with you,” Topher said.

      “We may need you back here to communicate with us,” Jayna said. “We don’t know what we might encounter, and if we come across something dangerous, we’ll have to reach out to you.”

      “So I just have to sit and wait for you to send word?” When Jayna nodded, Topher leaned close to her. “Watch her, will you? There is something that isn’t quite right. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.”

      Jayna glanced over at Eva. “She was gone for what felt like years to her, Topher. Of course, something feels different.”

      “That’s not all there is to this. Again, I don’t know what it is, but trust me. Please?”

      She nodded, looking over at Eva. She had been a little different when she’d been back, a bit more aggressive, though less preoccupied with wine. Jayna had attributed all of that to everything Eva had been through in her time away. And that was likely all it was, despite Topher’s concern.

      “I trust you. I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      Topher let out a relieved sigh and wrapped Jayna in a quick hug. When he let her go, he backed away, watching Eva. Jayna climbed onto the flying enchantment, looked over at William, who climbed onto his, and then Eva climbed onto hers as well. Three bird enchantments.

      “You know, I really do think it would be better if we would’ve taken one of Gavin’s enchantments,” she said.

      “Who’s this, Gavin?” William asked.

      “Jayna’s boyfriend,” Eva said. She did something to the enchantment, probably sending a swirl of smoke into it, and the enchantment took off, lurching to the air, where it hovered. It didn’t require a flapping of wings, nor did it seem to require much else, but it managed to fly, nonetheless.

      William looked over at her. “You have a boyfriend?”

      “A friend,” Jayna said. “Who happens to be male and helped us when we got into a little bit of trouble? Well, he is the one who helped me escape from the prison realm in the first place.”

      “So he’s powerful.”

      “I suppose you could say that. Other people do.”

      Jayna tapped on the enchantment and then pushed out with a bit of her Toral magic, only it was not just a bit of magic, as far more power than she had anticipated began to flood out of her and into the enchantment, filling it with power.

      The enchantment shot up, as if it were an explosion causing it to skyrocket into the air, and she hesitated for a moment while trying to understand what had happened. Slowly, she began to gather some of that power back out, and then she lowered down next to the other two.

      She looked over. “That was my mistake,” she said. “I’m still trying to get a sense of how to control the Toral magic. It’s a bit different now.”

      “It’s not Toral magic,” Eva said.

      “Whatever it is,” she said.

      “You’ve been collecting fragments, right? So you obviously are connected to these fragments, and these fragments are powering you now. What you’re doing, however, is controlling those fragments.”

      Jayna didn’t like the implication, but she didn’t say anything as they took off and made their way north. They hadn’t gone very far before the landscape started to shift, and she saw the dragon stone building she had visited with the El’aras. There was still a streamer of silvery smoke, and as they floated past it, she wondered if the El’aras were aware of what she was doing.

      Eva saw her looking and sent a streamer of smoke down, which then created a pattern that layered over the ground and began to swirl out from her, as she continued to billow some of that power out and around, creating an increasing layer of energy beneath them. When she was done, she looked over at Jayna and shook her head.

      “What?” William asked.

      “It’s nothing,” Jayna said.

      And if Eva hadn’t detected anything, then maybe there was nothing to be detected. The El’aras had managed to hide from her detection spells anyway, regardless of how much power she had attempted to pour into them.

      She followed William, and then the landscape shifted and became mountainous. It was amazing traveling like this, giving her a perspective she could never have had from the ground. Everything seemed almost peaceful from the air. When she detected magic, she looked down, thinking she might find something, but they moved past it too quickly for her to follow. At one point, she caught sight of the shimmering sides of a gleaming stone building, and it was brief enough that she paused, wondering if that was something that she might be able to follow, and whether it was dragon stone, but then they were gone, past it.

      The El’aras had claimed they had dragon stones all throughout these lands and used them to protect their people, so it was quite possible it had been dragon stones. And if so, did it mean there were El’aras fragments in it?

      When William began to descend, she looked over at him. “Is your enchantment fading?”

      “I have better control over it than that. It’s just that we are nearly there.”

      They landed, and from here, Jayna looked off into the distance and could feel a sense of energy. It was not necessarily sorcery, but it was still magic. She focused on her Toral ring and wondered if there was some sort of constricting energy she might attack, but there was nothing, which meant that there were no dark energies here as far as she could tell.

      “Here?” Eva asked, climbing off of her enchantment, tapping on it so that it shrunk back down and became little more than a small sculpture she then tucked into her pocket. “Why did you want her to come here?”

      “This is where the El’aras dragon stone will be.”

      “I don’t feel anything,” Jayna said.

      “You said it was an entire building of dragon stone,” Eva said. She looked over at Jayna. “Isn’t that what he said?”

      “It is sort of what he said,” she agreed.

      “Then where is it?” Eva asked.

      William pulled out a piece of paper and held it out. “I had a map, but it was old. I can’t say where it will lead us, only that there have been deposits of dragon stone.” He looked over at Jayna. “We follow one, it leads us to another, and eventually, it leads us to this fortress. That’s how we find your Ceran.”

      “I suppose.”

      “What makes you think this is going even to work?” Eva groused.

      “It may not,” Jayna said, shrugging. “I’ve been looking for evidence of Ceran and finding nothing. But there was something that Lartial had said that fits with what William is showing us. And dragon stone, Eva. It all makes sense. If they did something to Ceran….” Jayna was concerned that they had somehow fragmented the fragment of Ceran. “…then they would need considerable power to hold him.”

      “Fine. But I’d rather follow you. You can track it, can’t you?”

      Jayna had to think she could.

      When she was in the prison realm, she learned how to connect to the dragon stone. It hadn’t even been that difficult. A tracking web had linked the ring to the stone. What if she could use something similar now?

      “I think we follow the map,” William said.

      “I think we follow Jayna,” Eva said.

      “We can do whatever you think is necessary. I’m just lodging my concern,” William said.

      “Who do you think you’re lodging it for?” Eva asked.

      They hadn’t gone very far before Jayna began to feel the distinct sense of dragon stone pulling on her. Jayna wasn’t sure she would recognize it now if she had not been in the prison realm. It seemed almost as if it were calling to her. “I think we have others nearby,” Eva said softly.

      “Are you sure?” Jayna asked, keeping her focus on the dragon stone she detected.

      “As sure as I can be. I can’t tell you what kind of sorcery they possess, only that there is power out there.”

      Jayna used a detection spell. She felt like she’d been using these quite a bit lately after having done most of her life without having the need to do so. As she traced power, she realized what Eva had detected. Her web picked up on something, but it was faint. She shifted the way she was drawing power, mixing Toral magic into a traditional sorcery spell. A wave of cold power washed out from her.

      “I wonder how they did that,” Jayna mused.

      “How do they do that?” Eva asked.

      “Well, I detect several others behind me. I’m not sure why I feel it so strongly now but could not before.”

      “Do you have any way of hiding sorcery from others?” Eva asked.

      “Not particularly. I either use it, or I don’t. I think if it were to come down to needing to hide sorcery, I simply wouldn’t draw upon it. I could use the Toral connection in a way that others wouldn’t feel, but even that would be difficult, as I suspect there is only so much I can hide from those connected to it.”

      At this point, she didn’t know if there was going to be any way for her to feel anything different than what she did. She continued to focus on the strange power using the Toral magic. If the others coming at them—and Jayna suspected they were at least Toral, if not Sul’toral—caught up to them, did it mean they were chasing Ceran’s power as well?

      “We should get moving. I don’t want to get caught out here where it’s not safe,” William said.

      “I’m not afraid of a few Toral or even a Sul’toral,” Jayna said.

      “Didn’t you have a hard time with the Fates?”

      “That was before. I’m different now.” And she looked over at Eva and realized Eva was different now as well. If it came down to a fight, Jayna liked their odds. Jayna suspected she had a better understanding of the kind of power these others were drawing upon and could sever the fragmented connection they possessed.

      Jayna used a detection spell, searching to understand what was out there, when she had a distinct awareness of five others up ahead. That couldn’t be Sul’toral. There couldn’t be that many of them remaining. She had taken out quite a few and knew Gavin had done the same. That suggested this was something else.

      Toral, then.

      With growing confidence, she knew she could handle five Toral.

      They followed the hillside as Jayna trailed after the dragon stone, trying to keep ahead of the five pursuing them. She could deal with them when it came, but she wanted to get the dragon stone first. The draw on her was faint, but the closer she got to it, the more she began to feel it pulling on her.

      Then she saw it.

      The dragon stone was a rectangular platform with a slight hump in the middle of it, surrounded by a ring of strange, thorny shrubs. Jayna skipped past the shrubs and paused outside them, trying to make sense of what she had found here, but even as she did, she could not tell anything obvious. She focused for a moment, focusing on the energy that was here, focusing on the power she knew to be there, and then she hesitated.

      A burst of energy struck her from behind.

      She spun, turning to look.

      So much for examining the dragon stone first. First, she would have to fight the oncoming Toral.
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      Eva leaned close to Jayna and dropped her voice to a bit of a whisper, while ignoring William standing near them. She let out a little bit of smoke and sent it swirling away from her, while also readying some sort of Asharan defense that Jayna could feel but couldn’t fully see.

      “Is this what I think is coming at us?”

      “It depends upon what you think it is,” Jayna said. “If you think these are some Torals coming at us, then yes. This is what you think it is.”

      “How many?” Eva asked.

      “Well, I’ve detected five, but it’s quite possible there are more here I haven’t been able to see yet.”

      “Five of them. Do you have any idea which of the Sul’toral they’re serving?”

      “That’s the problem,” Jayna said, and as she looked around and focused on the strange energy that was here, she could not tell anything more. It was a problem, only in the fact that she did not know about the Sul’toral and who was still active in this part of the world. And at this point, it might not even be an activity in this part of the world. It might be an activity in other places.

      She didn’t know how quickly the Sul’toral could move. They might have had enchantments that would permit them to move more quickly than she realized, but Jayna didn’t know.

      “And what if you find out they are after this same stone?”

      “We have to stop them. I don’t know what they might be after, but I believe they are likely after something here. And if that’s the case….” Jayna hazarded a glance behind herself and could practically feel the power of the dragon stone out there, filled with some kind of fragmented energy. Perhaps El’aras?

      “The two of you might need to stop chattering,” William said.

      “Chattering?” Eva spun and sent a lashing of smoke swirling out from her toward William, who reacted by slicing his knives through it. To his credit, he was able to carve through the magic of Eva’s smoke, and it separated, which left Eva more irritated than she had been before.

      Jayna erected a magic ball spell.

      One of the Toral sent a strange wisp of wind whipping at her. When it struck her magic ball spell, Jayna was ready and had solidified it. The magic ball spell prevented that wisp of wind from turning into some sort of a knife that could penetrate through it.

      She pushed outward the same way she had when she was trying to capture the dark squirrels and could feel some pressure against her. While she diverted the magic ball spell, she immediately sent the starburst pattern crackling along it. A bit of resistance was pushed against her, but she was able to overpower it.

      She shifted her magic ball spell, and then sent a sweeping wave of energy out from her that collided with the other Toral. They were not strong enough to stop her, and she knew it. She had Ceran’s magic, the ring, and the bloodstone worked into it.

      More than that, when she had gone over to the prison realm, Jayna had added something more. She was no longer only Toral. Perhaps it was the fragmented power she had drawn into the ring, or maybe it was something else. Regardless, Jayna did not fear what came at her.

      “I’ve never seen you quite as powerful before,” Eva said, joining Jayna and looking around. “I quite like it.”

      Jayna held her hands out and used several different spells at one time. Fireball, starburst, snake spell, and several other aggressive, violent types of spell attacks that she had learned through her link to Char, along with her link to the Society, and sent them outward. With each one, the Torals were sent back.

      But they didn’t seem to be trying to approach her too quickly.

      “Something’s not quite right,” Jayna said. “I’m not sure why they are taking as much time as they are. It’s like they are trying to give us space.”

      “Maybe they don’t want to stop you but to delay you?”

      She glanced over her shoulder, still holding onto the magic ball spell, bulging it outward, using a rippling of her Toral magic for her to do so, and then she could feel the power of the dragon stone energy behind her. It crackled with that energy, though she wasn’t sure exactly what else was within it.

      “Careful,” William said.

      Jayna glanced in his direction. “Why?”

      “Because it seems like they are trying to force you here. Do you think they want to use you somehow? I’m not sure why, but if these stones somehow hold incredible power, maybe they intend to use that power against somebody like yourself who also has incredible power.”

      She wasn’t sure if that was possible, though he might be right. The dragon stone did have and hold power. She had a distinct sense of energy coming from it, but what was more, it seemed to connect to her ring in some way.

      “Why don’t we deal with these Toral, and then we can figure this out?”

      “Fine,” William said. “But if we destroy the world, it’s on you.”

      “We aren’t here to destroy the world,” Jayna said.

      She claimed she wanted to save the world, but Jayna wasn’t sure she could do that here, nor that she could do it with the power she had. Still, she was determined to find some way of stopping them and chasing down the Sul’toral who led them. Once she found that Sul’toral, she could understand what they wanted from her.

      Only she didn’t have to deal with Toral, did she?

      She understood how they were powered and understood the way they accessed magic. Jayna could take advantage of that. There was no reason she couldn’t. She had seen it herself within Ishan and had come to understand the truth of that power, along with what it would take to remove that power.

      Drawing through her ring, she used a rippling surge of Toral energy and sent it out in a magic ball spell that rolled away from her, slamming into a bit of resistance that she then continued to push through until she was clear of it. As it cleared that power, she inverted it, pulling power back toward her in a more traditional sense. She could strip the fragments of power away from them and keep them from having much strength to stop her.

      One of the attackers seemed to realize what was happening and started to run.

      “Eva,” Jayna said.

      Eva sent a swirl of smoke wrapped around them, holding them. Then Jayna pulled, and all that Toral magic flowed out of them and into Jayna’s ring, where she felt a stirring and cold dark energy that lingered within her. It took a moment to hold that and to solidify it, but now she wasn’t dealing with Toral anymore.

      “They’re sorcerers. Nothing more,” she said. “I just stripped the Toral magic off of them.”

      Eva arched a brow at her. “You can do that?”

      “It’s not that dissimilar to what we did when dealing with fragments within Ishan. I hadn’t considered how to do it yet, but now I think I understand. Deal with the Toral like that, and…” She turned her attention to the dragon stone. “Maybe we can even deal with Sul’toral like that.”

      Jayna focused on the nearest of the sorcerers and sent a burst of uncontrolled and unfocused Toral magic at the man, catching him in the chin. He collapsed.

      Another one nearby, a dark-haired woman she had never seen before, started to turn, as if she was going to run. Jayna darted for her, and with a chop to the side of the woman’s neck, the woman crumpled, looking up at Jayna with eyes wide before she blacked out. Eva took out the other two, and then everything fell into silence.

      “That was surprisingly easier than I expected,” William said.

      “Only because I did all of the work,” Jayna said.

      “Well, you are the great Jayna Aguelon,” he laughed.

      Jayna ignored it as she used another tracking spell to sweep out and around her to detect other Toral—or worse, Sul’toral—around them, but she didn’t find anything.

      Why attack out here?

      There was a heaping piece of rectangular stone that emanated power. Jayna could feel it but couldn’t tell the source of it. Maybe it was all El’aras energy trapped inside of it, though she couldn’t be certain that was all there was. The El’aras had mentioned they viewed dragon stone in different ways than others did and how it had stored the fragments of power of their people. Maybe that was all this was. Why here, though?

      When she looked over at Eva, Jayna frowned. “This is where the tracking spell led me,” she said softly, “but I don’t know if this is Ceran or if I am simply following something of the El’aras power around here. And if it’s all El’aras, then I shouldn’t be drawing too much.”

      “If it’s Ceran, then reach him,” Eva said.

      She had certainly used a connection to Ceran to help connect her to this place, and to return, so the linking spell and the tracking web she had used to follow it had to be useful in some way. It was just that Jayna wasn’t quite sure what that way was going to be or what she was going to have to do to ensure she found him.

      “It is strange, isn’t it?” Jayna asked, looking over at Eva. “It wasn’t the Toral or Sul’toral who were after this power last time. It was Lartial.”

      “It was Lartial before,” William said without looking over. He took a few steps, pausing at the edge of the dragon stone, and he looked off into the distance. “Lartial and the others with him were part of that, but….” He scratched his forehead and then frowned. “He would’ve needed to have learned that somewhere, right? Either you learn from a scholar like Wurthaner, or he learned it from somebody else who knew something.”

      “The Sul’toral,” Jayna said.

      Could the other Sul’toral have betrayed Ceran?

      Again, that was assuming that Ceran was a Sul’toral, like the others, and increasingly Jayna wasn’t completely convinced that was the case. Ceran was something else. She did not know whether it was just a power gatherer, like his taken name translated to, or whether it was some other magical entity.

      Jayna didn’t know if pulling upon the dragon stone would make a difference, but having done something similar when she’d been in the prison realm, she thought it might permit her to connect to Ceran. Still, she had no response. Instead, she tried something she had done while in the prison realm, and leaned over, resting her hand down on the dragon stone, pressing right up to it. When she did, she felt a stirring beneath her hand, along with something that reminded her of the power she drew through the Toral ring.

      “There is a part of him here,” she said softly.

      “What?” William asked.

      “There is a part of Ceran here. But…” As she focused, she realized that though she could feel some aspect of him, she could not feel all of Ceran. “It’s incomplete. He’s a fragment.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know. When Lartial and the others attacked him, it’s possible they used enough power to fragment him.”

      “I thought you said that Ceran was a fragment, to begin with. How would they have been able to fragment him anymore?”

      “Again, I don’t know.”

      She held her hand down, feeling the power within the dragon stone, recognizing that there were distinct elements to it. Some of that was tied to the part of Ceran, and some of it was tied to what she detected of the El’aras power.

      “I have to pull Ceran out,” she said, looking over at Eva. “But I don’t know how to separate it.”

      “You think you can peel him away?” William asked, joining her, and crouching down while touching the dragon stone.

      “If this is Ceran, I need to.”

      “He’s a fragment, Jayna. Do what you did all throughout Ishan,” Eva said.

      “I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to do that,” she said. “The strangeness here is that I can’t exactly tell whether there is any part of the fragment I might be able to use. And even if there is, I’m not sure I can be the one to use it.”

      She focused on her ring and the power she felt had transmitted through the ring coming from the other side of the prison realm. She was fully aware of just how much energy there was within the ring, even though she had not dared to test it as much as she probably should have. Now she believed she needed to use more of that power and needed to understand it better.

      “What’s really bothering you?” William asked.

      “It’s all of this. The Toral and the Sul’toral. Lartial. Even the El’aras. Something’s going on. I can’t help but feel as if it’s all somehow connected,” Jayna said. “I wanted to find Ceran, as that was the one thing I came looking for, thinking I could help him, but maybe there’s something more I need to be doing.”

      “More than helping your mentor?”

      “Oh, I think that has to be a part of it,” Jayna said. “But I think there needs to be more, as I believe Ceran was part of some greater plan.” She breathed out. “And maybe even greater than I realized. I had thought all he wanted was to open up that prison realm for them to trap him, or take even more power from him, but now I’m not even sure if that was the case.”

      “You were there. What else could there have been?”

      “I don’t know. There was power there, and because of that, I’m left wondering if perhaps the kind of power there is different than what I saw. I wasn’t there nearly as long as Eva, so maybe there was a different kind of power that had started to corrupt her, tied to that, and tied to whatever it was they were after. Or maybe they simply wanted to trap us, take our fragments, and do that, but regardless I can’t help but feel as if it is all connected to what has happened within that prison realm, and where we ended up.”

      “You realize how that sounds?”

      “A little crazed?” she asked, grinning.

      “A little bit. Why don’t you ask this new boyfriend of yours to help?”

      She snorted, shaking her head. “He’s not a boyfriend. He is, however, what Eva would call pretty.” Jayna smiled at her. “But I don’t think he thinks of me the same way. And besides, we are both so busy with what we’ve been doing that I don’t know it makes much of a difference. I might need you to fight.”

      “Why? I thought you did such a good job the last time.”

      “I did a good job last time,” Jayna said, glowering at him. “But I might need you to fight, because I don’t know what else I might have to do.”

      Mostly what she was going to have to do would be to try to help her friend, and as she focused on what she could feel, she recognized there might be limits to it. She could feel that, much like she could feel the energy.

      More than anything, though, she thought she needed to try to find a way to get Eva back to help her. And if she could, then she thought she could find the safety she needed.

      “Ceran,” Jayna said, focusing on his sense again and tracking through the Toral ring, thinking that if nothing else, she needed to find some way to link to that for her to call to him. He had to be there in some manner. Jayna did not know what it was going to entail and did not know how she was going to find him, but she had to uncover something, didn’t she?

      The ring constricted.

      Was that dark energy—or Ceran?

      “Ceran,” she said, and she stepped to the middle of the dragon stone, looking over to where Eva was still trapped inside of the magic ball, holding the smoke swirling around her, though she was not in any danger, from what she could tell. It looked as if Eva were perfectly safe, and Jayna would leave her there until she decided what she needed to do.

      A faint streamer began to flow, creating a light that began to glow around her.

      “Is that really you?”

      “You did it,” Ceran said.

      “What did I do?”

      It was strange hearing his voice now again after all of this time. Strange to feel the sense of relief she did at hearing his voice, especially after knowing Ceran had used her to do whatever he wanted from her, drawing her into some scheme that would force her to serve.

      “You found me.”

      “Is this all of you, or is this just a fragment?”

      There was a sense of laughter from Ceran, and Jayna focused on the Toral ring and constricted the power within it. She had a better sense of control over it now than she ever did before. As she focused on it, and as she could feel that energy, she knew there had to be something more she was going to be able to do. She had to control the power to keep Ceran from unleashing that outward from her and doing something else. In this case, all she wanted was to hold on to that and keep it bound inside the ring.

      “It is a part of me,” he said. “And I am impressed you’re able to determine that.”

      “Arathon. Power gatherer. That’s what you have been?”

      There was a hint of laughter. “Something along those lines.”

      “Are you El’aras?”

      “I am not.”

      “Were you El’aras?” Jayna asked, deciding that might be just as important.

      More laughter. “I was not.”

      “Then what?”

      There was a moment to pause, and when he finally answered, he did so with less certainty than before. “I don’t remember.”

      “Not Sarenoth.”

      “Not Sarenoth.”

      “And now they have you trapped, fragmented, and you are stuck in some form. Can you at least guide me on how to find more of the fragments so that I can help you?”

      “I will offer you whatever I can, but unfortunately, they did change things for me.”

      “Were you always a fragment?”

      There was another sense of pause, and in that pause, Jayna could feel the quiet and realized the voice she’d been hearing had come from someplace inside of her, not from Ceran speaking aloud but from his speaking inside of her mind.

      “It depends on what you would call a fragment,” he said. “I was a form of power. Pure. Much like other forms of power.” He didn’t elaborate, and though Jayna wanted to know more about that, she didn’t push, as she was concerned about losing control over this form of Ceran and not having a chance to even talk to him anymore. “But they altered that power. They altered me. And in doing so, they made it so they could strip some of that power from me.”

      “They wanted to trap you in the prison realm.”

      “Prison realm?”

      Jayna began to describe what she had experienced, and Ceran seemed to swirl, the ring constricting more than before.

      “Yes. Exactly. That place is older than me.”

      That explained it, a little bit, though it didn’t explain just how Ceran had been stripped and split. “What can I do to help?”

      “It is possible to bind me once more. And unfortunately, I fear that you must, Jayna Aguilar.”

      “Why?”

      “Because something slipped out when you returned. Do you think you were the only thing trapped in that realm?”

      “What slipped out?”

      “Something that can undo all that we’ve done together. That place was meant to hold it, and others, but if even a part of it has come back, all will be corrupted. Focus on what you find around you, Jayna.”

      Jayna wasn’t sure what she needed to focus on and didn’t know whether there would even be anything she could find here. Having Ceran, and having some way of reaching him, should provide her with the answers she wanted.

      “What is it? I don’t feel anything. Is it tied to what happened to you?”

      There was a moment of quiet, and as it lingered, she realized Ceran didn’t know.

      Maybe there were holes in his memory, no different than Eva.

      “Find the others,” Ceran said.

      Then the constriction faded, the light blinked out, and she looked over at William.

      “I take it you managed to reach them,” William said, “as you were standing there, talking, but I didn’t hear anything.”

      “He’s a fragment, much like we thought, and he claims others are nearby.”

      “That isn’t vague or anything.”

      “That is sort of how he does things,” Jayna said.

      She sighed and looked up in the distance, and when she did, she decided to try another detection spell. When she pushed outward, there was even more power than there had been before. It was almost as if she had added to what she had gained in the prison realm.

      And then she understood. She had called on some part of Ceran even more than she had before to the point where it had built, binding to the Toral ring, so that now she was perhaps even more than just Toral. Maybe she was the Sul’toral. And if she was Sul’toral, did that mean she was using that fragment in a similar way?

      Did that mean that, eventually, she would get corrupted?

      She thought about all the things she had learned about the fragments in the past, all of the things she had learned of Ceran in the past, and all of the things he had taught her about darkness and power and how magic could corrupt, and she wondered if perhaps she could avoid it.

      But she had to. There had to be some way for her to do so.

      More than that, she had to bring the fragments back together, which meant she had to find them first. If one of them was in the dragon stone nearby, then it meant others might be as well, and Jayna thought she could find them, but it involved her hurrying, as a different threat was coming.

      She looked around.

      “Something happened to her while you were in your trance. I’m not sure what it was, but she felt quiet, and then… well, look at her. Something isn’t quite right.”

      Jayna found Eva lying on the ground, motionless.

      Smoke billowed out from her, almost violently.

      But more than that, Jayna had the distinct sense of some energy that should not be there. Fragmented power.

      She hurriedly traced a healing spell, focusing on what she could feel, and she knew some other aspect had been altered. That was what Ceran had warned her about.

      There was a dark power that had come through.

      It was a power that could unhinge everything he’d done.

      And now some part of it—some fragment—was here.

      “It’s Eva,” Jayna said. “She’s the one who has the darkness corrupting her.”
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      Jayna opened herself to the linking spell, forming a connection with Char, and she could feel that connection solidifying in her mind. She sent a need through it. Char was there, a distant sense, muted, as if he were irritated that Jayna had been absent as long as she had been. There was a sudden push of knowledge across when she expressed her need and the reason behind it.

      This was a complicated spell, and Jayna didn’t want to use it without having the necessary knowledge, or the experience, that she needed for her to form it. And Char was the most gifted with healing magic for all of his gifts.

      “What are you doing?” William asked, looking over at Jayna while keeping his knives held out, as if he were ready to attack Eva in case it became necessary.

      “Well, I’ve been trying to make sense of what’s been going on around me but haven’t been able to figure out just what it is, nor have I been able to figure out why Eva has seemed irritable, especially lately.”

      “You finally noticed it, too?”

      “I should’ve noticed that before,” Jayna said, “but I think I was too excited to have her back. Topher said something to me, but I wasn’t even thinking about it.”

      And that might be the biggest mistake. Had she listened to Topher, she would have had the necessary warning she would’ve needed for her to be able to help Eva sooner, if such a thing were even possible. Now, regardless of what they had going on around them, and coming off in the distance, Jayna knew she needed to try to do something to help her friend. If she didn't, she'd have to try to hold her in some way, which Jayna was not looking forward to, especially since Eva was incredibly powerful and holding her would be too much for her. “Do you need me to do anything?”

      “I don’t think so,” Jayna said, looking over at William before turning her attention back to Eva, holding her into the magic ball spell and using that power to keep her trapped. She was readying the healing spell that she intensified over Eva, though she didn’t even know if the healing spell worked on one of the Ashara or would make much of a difference. The Ashara typically healed themselves, as that was one of the benefits of their type of magic, but in this case, given everything that they had been through and how long she’d been away, Jayna should have considered the possibility that the Ashara might have been injured.

      And if Eva was injured, did that mean that Asaran had been?

      Maybe.

      There are more things to be concerned about after this is done.

      Right now, Jayna had to be more concerned about helping Eva.

      Eva had made a point of telling her that something had been off while she was in the prison realm. There had been a power that had drawn the Ashara to that realm, but not that Ashara that she believed should have been there. Now Jayna thought she understood. A fragment. She should have seen it before. Eva had become more powerful, but some parts of her were different. She had let herself believe it was the time spent in that other realm that had done it, but what if it wasn’t that at all? What if it was the fragment?

      And then there were the Guardians. Maybe they had not been there to keep others from it, but to keep that power from escaping.

      Something more to think about, but only after she helped Eva.

      “Focus on yourself,” Jayna said, keeping her voice as soft, and soothing as possible. “If you do, you will notice something isn’t quite right. I know you, Eva. And I know you will recognize the truth. All I’m asking is for you to focus on what you can feel about yourself and to see if there is anything there that will tell you just how unusual it is.”

      Eva struggled, and the entire magic ball had now filled with smoke, swirling with it. There was a considerable amount of power within it. Within that, she felt the bulging of energy that radiated outward, squeezing against the magic spell, to the point where Jayna had to try to tighten it down, to keep Eva from exploding outward. She added a layer of sorcery, Toral magic, to it, and yet even as she did, she could feel the way Eva was pushing against her and how much power her friend possessed.

      “She’s really powerful,” Jayna muttered.

      “You are, too,” William said.

      “This might be more than what I can do.”

      “Does it have to be just you?”

      “You know what? You might be right.”

      There was something to what he had said that she had not even considered, as she had become accustomed to ignoring the other side of what she had gained while serving Society. She had Char’s knowledge but power from the Society itself. There was something akin to a linking spell that bonded her to the rest of the Society, that Jayna normally shielded. And in this case, what she really needed was to open herself and let that power and that connection flow through her, so that she could draw upon it and use what she needed to layer the healing spell over Eva.

      When she did, there was a moment of pause.

      It was little more than a moment. When she felt that connection form, there was the kind of power that she had rarely felt that suddenly flooded through her. Jayna braced for it, and as she did, she looked over at Eva and smiled. “This will be over soon.”

      “Why are you doing this to me? We’re friends!”

      The words cut through Jayna, and they were painful.

      But then, she had known the caustic side of Eva for a long time. Ever since they had first met, when she had encountered Eva along the road, there had been an edge to her friend, and time had only worn that edge somewhat, not removing it entirely. Eva had faced many challenges in her life, particularly the challenge of losing many of her memories, which had made her far more acerbic than she would have been otherwise. And in this case, Jayna thought what she needed was to try to offer her friend as much help as she could, without any judgment, and ignore the painful comments.

      “I’m going to layer one of Char’s healing spells over you. If there’s nothing wrong, then it won’t hurt,” she said. “But if I believe there is something, it will help you. That’s all I want to do,” Jayna said. “I want to help. And I suspect you know that. If you pay attention to what you feel, you will know that.”

      Eva continued to thrash, and there was a sense of her trying to use more and more power as she attempted to get free, though now it was just a wild sort of fighting, nothing at all like the controlled patterns Eva had been using before. This was uncontrolled.

      This was an Ashara in full fury. Eva began to change. Jayna had never seen Eva taking a different shape, not like this, and as she did, she realized Eva had begun to morph more into more than what she had seen her do before, to the point where dark, shadowy wings began to stretch off of her, and it seemed as if her face began to fill out, along it, and her mouth…

      Smoke obscured everything, making it so that Jayna could not see anything more than what she’d already viewed. She tried to focus on what she could see through that smoke, but it was difficult for her as she attempted to do so.

      “I can help if you’d like, but anything I might do would end up with me stripping some of the protections that you’ve placed,” William said. “I fear you need to be more aggressive here. I don’t know what’s going on with her, but I can feel something.”

      Jayna understood, she could feel the same something, but at this point, it was a matter of pushing power through, trying to hold on to it, and trying to send it sweeping through her friend, so that she could offer her as much protection as possible. Jayna attempted to do so, attempting to send that power sweeping through her and attempting to use as much of that as she could, but with everything that she did, she could not feel anything other than a bit of resistance.

      “Eva,” she said. “I need you to relax.”

      “How can I relax while you’re assaulting me like this?”

      “I’m not assaulting you. I’m trying to help you. Char is trying to help you. The other members of the Society are trying to help you.”

      That might’ve been a mistake to say. Eva began to thrash even more as soon as she did, and it seemed as if the Ashara form began to shift, changing, and then a thought came to Jayna.

      Eva had been in the prison realm for a long time.

      Eva had been searching for this other Ashara. She had gone to the point where she had saved it and claimed she had grown more powerful. Had she, really?

      Or had there been something else?

      Jayna frowned and shifted the type of spell she was going to use. The healing spell may not be enough. At this point, as she attempted to send that energy across, using it to help Eva, she began to think that maybe there was some other type of spell she was going to need to draw upon for her to get through to her friend, one she had only recently learned how to control.

      “I think you have a fragment attached to you,” she said.

      “Now, you accuse me of becoming a dark Ashara?”

      “I’m not accusing you of becoming dark,” Jayna said. “No, differently than the others in the city who were accidentally contaminated by that were dark. I think this happened unintentionally, and I think if you permit me, I can strip it from you.”

      At this point, Jayna worried she was going to need Eva’s permission, as the more that she thrashed, the more she worried that anything she might do would actually harm Eva rather than help her. She feared what would happen if she pulled too aggressively and feared that doing so might strip too much power off of her friend, tearing the energy away and changing her.

      Jayna didn’t dare draw too much away, though she wasn’t sure she could. There was something about Eva’s Ashara power that made it difficult for her to summon much of that dark fragment off of her, and increasingly Jayna felt confident it was a dark fragment, regardless of what Eva might have claimed. And with that being the case, Jayna also felt increasingly confident she needed to help her friend as much as possible.

      But there might be a way to neutralize it.

      “I’m sorry,” Jayna said.

      She focused on the Toral ring and began to pull upon power, drawing some of that into her ring. As soon as she did, she began to feel an unsteadiness. There was an aspect of that power beyond her ability to hold.

      That was new.

      “William? I’m going to need some help from you. I don’t know if we are going to be able to strip this power off Eva as well as I had hoped.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Well, I’d like you to begin using some of your power, if you don’t mind.”

      “On her?” He shook his head. “I’ve seen her reaction. If I were to do anything, she’s going to snap at me, and then I’m going to….”

      “There is a fragment inside of Eva that needs to be removed. If there’s anything you can do, I’d like you to help. You don’t need to be afraid of her.”

      “I’m not afraid of her,” he muttered, starting toward her.

      Eva regarded both of them, and smoke began to swirl out from her. Jayna trapped that smoke inside a magic ball spell, using a bit of her Toral connection and adding some sorcery into it. The combination of the two seemed to be enough to hold Eva’s magic, and she compressed it more and more, trapping it toward Eva.

      “Anytime now,” she said.

      As she focused, she could feel Eva straining, struggling to get free, and there was a pretty good likelihood she would be able to do so.

      William brought his knives over, and she felt the strange magical antagonism he possessed as he brought them over, placing them close to Eva, and gradually beginning to call power away. The smoke dissipated, billowing through Jayna’s magic ball spell, and she debated what she could do to help her friend.

      The only way she thought she could help Eva—truly help her—would be to make sure she couldn’t hurt them before Jayna had the chance.

      As William pulled away some of the smoke, she compressed the magic ball spell so that Eva could no longer move. She held it until she passed out. When Eva collapsed, there was a flicker in her gaze that pained Jayna.

      “Is she hurt?” William asked.

      “Oh, I’m sure all of that hurt her somehow,” Jayna said, looking around and then turning her attention back to Eva. Some of the wisps of smoke lingered, and they seemed to swirl around, until they began to constrict once again, taking a tighter and tighter form, as whatever the modification of Eva was began to shift and slide together, as if Eva needed to reform altogether.

      “So she was corrupted?”

      “It seems that way,” Jayna said. She looked off in the distance and hurriedly placed a detection spell, using her Toral magic, and sent it sweeping out from her. When she did, she felt there was something off in the distance coming their way, and she knew they had to move quickly, as if they stayed too long, they were going to end up with another fight. At this point, given Eva’s condition, Jayna wasn’t sure she was in any form of a fight. More than that, Jayna didn’t know if she even wanted to try to take on any other attacker. She would much rather just get moving.

      “There is something out there,” she said. “It doesn’t seem to be that far from us, so we have to get going, and then we will deal with this.”

      “Deal with it?” He arched a brow at her, frowning. “You simply want to just deal with whatever it is that’s out here?”

      “Well, to be honest, I don’t know what else I can do.”

      “How about we head back?”

      “I don’t think that we can,” she said. “I need to find more fragments of Ceran.”

      “If you’ve got an injured friend, we’ve got power out here we don’t fully understand, and we don’t have any way of handling it; I don’t know that it makes sense for us to linger here any longer than necessary.”

      “Why do you think you need to find him now?”

      “He knows about this darkness. And if there’s anybody who could help draw it off of Eva, it’s going to be Ceran.” The darkness inside of Eva was too potent for Jayna to draw away, as she was nothing more than just a Toral. Had she trained with Ceran longer, it was possible Jayna might have had an opportunity better to understand her power and her connection to her ring, but she did not.

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” William said. “We got word of this one, but I don’t know if there will be any others. We need to find the other dragon stone, use that to bring us to the fortress, and maybe that will help you reach your Ceran.” He turned, looking off into the distance. “I think we have something else coming toward us.”
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      The grass moved unnaturally. Jayna had spent enough time in the prison realm to know that something was off, so she sent out a detection spell, a wave of power sweeping away from her. She could feel the energy in the distance but wasn’t sure what it was. More of the Toral? Or could there be a Sul’toral coming?

      It wouldn’t be such an issue was it not for Eva needing help.

      “What is it?” William asked. “Are we in for a fight?”

      Jayna needed the opportunity to use her tracking web to follow the ring and the power Ceran possessed, but with something coming at them, she wasn’t sure it would be safe to do that just yet. She needed time, and if more Toral were coming at her, then there may not be time.

      And it didn’t have to be here, did it? She could deal with the Toral—or even just take Eva and leave—and then use a tracking web.

      “I was thinking we could fight, but maybe we should just get going.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. We don’t need to stay here any longer than necessary if we have something dangerous. Besides, Eva needs you to help her. And I’m not exactly sure where we can bring her until you strip her of this darkness.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Eva was the equivalent of a dark sorcerer at this point, with all the power inside of her. It might even be something worse than that, given how powerful the Ashara was.

      “I don’t know where to bring her,” she said.

      “Maybe it doesn’t matter. We will deal with this; then, you can stay here.” He motioned to the dragon stone. “Maybe the stone here can hold whatever dark fragment is attached to her.”

      It might not be the worst idea.

      She started to focus when she began to feel something familiar.

      “That’s unexpected.” When William looked at her, she shrugged. “I’ve detected a sense of El’aras.”

      He frowned and continued to spin his knives, and when he did, he reminded her somewhat of Gaspar when they had been in the prison realm. Gaspar was skilled and didn’t seem to have any real connection to magic, other than through his enchantments. Maybe Gaspar had been no different than William, having learned how to draw power through knives and neutralize magic.

      She wrapped herself in the magic ball spell, while still holding Eva, who had not yet come around, but perhaps that was for the best. If she had some darkness inside of her, Jayna wanted to be able to help her without having to have the El’aras fight her. She didn’t need to wait long, as the El’aras stepped forward.

      And she knew them.

      “What are you doing here?” Vila asked, looking over at Eva before turning and frowning at William. “Did you come to destroy our sacred place?”

      “I suppose I should ask you the same thing.” She glanced over at William. “We came looking to understand the fragments we have been finding all throughout Ishan.” As she looked over at Vila, she saw no emotion on her face. “And I suppose you knew that.”

      “We were aware something had changed,” Jinalt said. “That is part of the reason we came to you. We thought you might have been responsible for it and feared you would release more.”

      “Why would I want to release anything more?”

      “If it was tied to you, and what you had drawn, we did not know. And so we wanted to warn you, but we also did not know whether we could trust you.”

      “So you knew about these fragments?”

      “We warned you about these fragments, not only in the dragon stone, but in the way our cousins to the south use them. And we detected some great darkness appearing, drawing upon other fragments in a way that suggested it would unite them more than they had been before. It was centered around you.”

      “I’m not a great darkness,” Jayna said.

      “I know,” Vila said. “Though I wasn’t sure about you before. There was an echoing through the dragon stones. Something to suggest danger. They have begun to change. I thought you were the cause of what we detected, but I see you were not.” She turned to where Eva was lying bound in the magic ball spell. “And you have identified the source of it.”

      She wasn’t sure how much to share with Vila, knowing the Ashara and the El’aras had traditionally not gotten along, but the El’aras didn’t look at Eva with any sign of fear. That had to matter somehow. “I need to save her. I had hoped the dragon stone could help, but….”

      “These are not potent enough. You need something more. And you must do it quickly. It is growing stronger. Can you feel it?”

      Jayna frowned, looking over to where Eva was lying, though perhaps she didn’t even need to look at her, as she could feel something she hadn’t paid much attention to before. There was an energy within Eva that she had known about but had believed simply tied to the power she had gained while in the prison realm.

      And perhaps it was.

      But it was something dangerous.

      She could see it. She could feel it.

      And worse, Jayna felt she was responsible for it in some way, as she had brought Eva with her as she had chased the fragments of power throughout the city.

      “This dragon stone held Ceran. At least, it held a part of Ceran.” She looked over to where Eva lay. “And he warned me about great darkness. Unfortunately, Eva is corrupted by it, but I worry I’m not going to be strong enough to pull it off of her on my own. I need to reunite Ceran’s fragments.”

      “Do you know where they are?” Vila asked.

      “Not exactly, but I can use a tracking spell to follow it. I had done something similar to escape from the prison realm and had sort of forgotten about it. I didn’t even think about using that kind of tracking spell to look for Ceran once I returned, mostly because I was focusing on Eva and then on dark fragments, allowing myself to forget about the other objective I had.”

      Vila shared a look with the other El’aras before turning to her. “If he was trapped in one dragon stone, it is possible that fragments were trapped in others. The others are scattered and hidden. They were meant to draw those of us who passed so that we could find a final rest. Finding them will be difficult, as even my people don’t know the location of all of them. We will help, but it will take time.”

      “What if I had a way to travel more easily?” She reached into her satchel and pulled out the enchantments she had been using to get them here, before expanding them. What she wouldn’t give to have one of Gavin’s paper dragons. “Unfortunately, I don’t know if I’m going to be able to stay focused on holding Eva trapped inside of this shell of power.”

      “Let us help you.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “You are not what I expected, Jayna Aguelon.”

      That wasn’t the answer Jayna thought she would get, but it seemed to her that was all she was going to receive. The El’aras formed a circle around Eva, and once they were in place, they began to build power. Jayna couldn’t see it, but she was distantly aware of how that power seemed to be different from other kinds of power she had felt. She had not been around El’aras using their magic quite like this before.

      They gradually walked closer and closer to Eva, and whatever they were doing began to compress, something Jayna could feel around the magic ball spell she was holding, as if it were creating a shielding around her own magic. She started to withdraw when Vila shook her head.

      “You must continue to hold it.”

      She held it but realized she no longer had to hold it. Whatever they had done had drawn off her power, sealing it inside.

      And then it was done.

      “I will show you to other dragon stones.”
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      The flight to the next dragon stone was quick. During the journey, Vila stayed seated close to Jayna, which she felt was strange, but she appreciated it, as Vila also seemed to be the one controlling the protection around Eva.

      “The stones have shifted. They have seemed to awaken lately. The stones were meant as a way of holding those who came before us. They left that part of themselves behind. Some like to believe the ancient dragon stones were meant as a way for our people to ask questions of our ancestors, but I have never been able to speak to one of the fragments inside.”

      “Fragments? As in multiple?”

      “You thought there would be only one?”

      “I wasn’t sure. But…” Given what she had felt at the last stone, Jayna shouldn’t be surprised, as the stone had held considerable power. She had felt it.

      Vila pointed.

      “Do you detect anything of him there?”

      Jayna hurriedly formed the tracking web and tested for the power of Ceran. Now that she had his power trapped in her ring, it actually became easier. She forced that energy outward and picked up on a faint reverberation and something that drew her downward.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “As I suspected.”

      “You thought he would be here? I thought you didn’t know.”

      “Depending upon what happened to this Ceran, he would be drawn to these stones as they were meant to be powerful beacons for those who had a matching energy.”

      “He said he was not El’aras.”

      “One does not need to be El’aras to have a matching energy.”

      They descended, landing next to the dragon stone, while the El’aras other than Vila stayed seated on the enchantments. Jayna and Vila climbed off, heading over to the dragon stone, which looked much like the last, though its borders were a bit more irregular. She hesitated a moment, then crouched down, touching the ring to the surface of the stone, and began to focus on the fragments she could feel connected through the ring to the dragon stone.

      As before, there were different kinds of fragments inside the dragon stone.

      There was only one fragment she cared about, though. As she focused on that, she could feel Ceran beginning to swirl inside the stone. Jayna began to pull, drawing power through the dragon stone, and because there was a natural link to her, along with a connection to the power that she already had in the ring, the energy that was Ceran drifted up, forming a hazy, pale white cloud, which briefly took on a humanoid shape before it flowed into her ring.

      Jayna focused on her Toral ring, recognizing the power inside of it. As she did, she wondered if there was going to be some way for her to control that power, or if she would lose a measure of control. It was potent, and she had worried about drawing too much dark magic before. This time, she was not convinced it was dark magic, only that it was magic. Fragments.

      Ceran.

      When she was done, she looked up. “We’re so far away from the last place.”

      “All of this was once El’aras. It was a time long before the sorcerers came and destroyed our homes.”

      How much of it was from the sorcerers, and how much of it was from the Ashara?

      Vila didn’t say anything about that, nor did she make a comment about Eva, but Jayna was left wondering if she chose not to out of respect for Eva’s condition.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She smiled tightly. “You are not to blame for those who came before. And they served darkness. You will have to decide what you serve.”

      “I think I’ve already had that answered for me,” Jayna said. “Ceran called himself Arathon, but he also claimed that he was the Light, so….”

      “Yes. Power gatherer. It is fitting. But just because you gather power doesn’t mean that you serve the light. You can choose.”

      The comment hit at the heart of Jayna’s challenge. She’d been struggling to decide what she was supposed to do. She had found her brother, freeing him from prison. She had chased Eva, going to some impossible lengths to escape the prison realm. And now she had gone after Ceran. Once she freed him, gathering his fragments, what would she choose?

      “Let’s keep moving,” she said.

      Vila watched her. “As you wish.”

      They took to the air, following the tracking spell and the El’aras knowledge, guiding Jayna quickly over what had once been El’aras lands. Without the El’aras, Jayna thought she might’ve been able to use her tracking spell web, but it would’ve been more complicated and time-consuming. Having the El’aras with her made this so much easier and more efficient. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the El’aras would want something from her, but even if they did, was there anything that she could refuse, especially if it helped Eva?

      They stopped at several dragon stones, and while not all of them had Ceran’s fragments, many of them did. She began to feel a complete sense of him, yet even as she did, she began to wonder if she could hold it and keep it trapped inside her ring.

      After a while, she started to feel a swelling in her ring.

      They had landed on a hillside, far north of Ishan and well beyond any place Jayna had ever visited. She twisted her Toral ring, focusing on the dragon stone, realizing that there was another fragment of Ceran here. She began to pull on it, and as she did, there came an unsettled feeling inside of the ring. She had to use her own sorcery to try to mix with the Toral magic, wanting to try to hold on to it, but something about it felt off.

      The bloodstone?

      Jayna didn’t know if that was somehow altering what she had added. She continued to draw power through the ring, holding onto it as much as she could, until she finally felt the energy settle.

      “I’m holding it, but something doesn’t feel right,” she said, looking over at William.

      “You have drawn many of his fragments into it,” Vila said. “At a certain point, you must find a way to unify him. Someone of that power will likely require more than you can do.”

      “The ring can’t help?”

      If she couldn’t find a way to help Ceran and reunite his fragments, there might not be any way to save Eva.

      “The ring is merely a reservoir. You must unite him. But there might be a way.”

      “What is it?”

      “A place that we have long abandoned. It’s dangerous. An ancient soul trap. It was meant to hold those who have passed on, not the living.”

      This was what William had heard about from Wurthaner. “We heard about your fortress. We were hoping to find it on our own, because we thought it might be where we could uncover Ceran’s fragment.”

      “You have heard about it? That is… surprising. It is quite old and quite powerful. It is how the oldest of my kind once gathered fragments. Some still are collected there. It is sacred, or has been viewed that way by some.”

      “Why do you think it would work?” William asked.

      “Because it is rumored to have a means of reaching power buried deep inside. It was once said to be the place of my people's greatest. It is where we would all one day go, where we could all be together as a people again.”

      Jayna had never been a spiritual person, but what Vila spoke of sounded quite spiritual to her. And she wasn’t sure what to say about that.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “I will show you. But I must warn you. It is dangerous.”

      “For me?”

      “For you. For us. For all of the living.”
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      The El’aras guided her toward the fortress, taking the enchantments to lead her, which Jayna appreciated, but they suggested they land far away from the fortress itself. Vila gave Jayna another warning about how it was dangerous for the living, which seemed a bit excessive at this point, though as they neared, Jayna had a distinct sense of energy from it that she couldn’t quite place.

      As the El’aras continue to refer to it, the fortress was colossal. She could only see the front side, which looked like it had not been visited in decades. Grass grew tall outside of it, and there was no path leading toward what appeared to be a set of wide double doors at the front of it. The stone remained intact, though vines climbed along its surface, straining up and attempting to get over it. Jayna found herself simply gaping at the sight of it, trying to comprehend just what it was that she saw and trying to comprehend the power she knew to be here.

      “The entire fortress is a soul trap?” she asked, looking over at the El’aras.

      “Most of it,” Jinalt said. “When you feel it here, you can begin to tell that something has begun to build.”

      “What else do we need to do?”

      “As I told you,” Vila said, “it is designed for those who have moved on. Once you go inside, you will find a place that will permit you to constrict your energies. You must be quick, as the dragon stone forming this building will be considerable, and you may find it more than you can withstand.”

      Jayna looked over at Eva. Her friend needed her to do this.

      But she still wasn’t even sure if this was safe for her to do.

      “You stay here and wait,” she said to William.

      “I’m not standing back and watching you kill yourself,” William said. “My brother would kill me.”

      “I don’t think you need to risk yourself for Eva or Ceran. That’s why I’m going down.”

      “I’m not risking myself for them. I’m going to risk myself for you.”

      Jayna took a deep breath. “A soul trap. And dangerous for sorcery?”

      “Exactly,” she said. “And all of the living.”

      How had Wurthaner even learned about this place?

      Those were questions for another time, as she remained worried about Eva’s condition and how long she had before everything crumbled.

      She gathered Eva to her, using her connection to the magic ball spell, and strode forward. The rest of the El’aras stayed behind her. At one point, Jayna looked over and found them using their own connection to power in some strange way, though she couldn’t quite tell what it was only that she could feel what they were doing. Why were they holding onto their magic at this point?

      She swept those questions aside as she stepped into the building. Everything was dark, and she had a distinct sense of energy squeezing down around her, not unpleasantly. Still, she found herself needing to push outward with sorcery and Toral magic, creating a barricade of her magic ball spell. Jayna didn’t know whether that was going to be effective in protecting her or not. If this was not a living place, then she might already have alerted this power to her presence.

      “I don’t care for how this feels,” William said.

      Jayna glanced over. “I didn’t think you would be affected. You don’t have that much power. Well, according to you, you don’t have power at all. You have sort of the opposite of power.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to enjoy this.”

      “I feel like working with the Toral power is what is stabilizing me. I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold on to it….”

      Jayna didn’t get a chance to finish. A shadow slipped along the wall, slipping out past the distant hallway, and there was a strange constriction of her Toral ring. Jayna immediately began to focus on what she felt, and started to draw upon that, focusing power and attempting to pull that back. As she did, she could feel the energy drawing into her ring.

      She hesitated. Then she continued to pull upon more of the power.

      As she did, she felt the ring constrict even more. Jayna slipped forward, focusing on the power within the ring, trying to make sense of what she felt. That ring continued to cause a constriction of energy. As she focused on it, the entire hall started to ripple.

      “All of this is a darkened fragment,” Jayna said.

      “All?”

      “Everything here. I can feel it. And I don’t know if I can stop it.”

      “Then let me help,” he said.

      He took a step in front of her, holding out his knives, and then took a deep breath. When he did, he brandished them, as if he were going to slash at the darkness, before he crossed the blades in front of himself. There was a rippling wave of energy that came off of him. As it did, Jayna detected the power within him and realized he was somehow using his magic, as it was a form of magic, to push back those shadows.

      “This is your power gatherer, right?” He looked over at her. “He will be strong enough. He’s going to have to be.”

      Jayna kept moving, as she had no choice but to do so.

      Keep going.

      This entire place was teeming with fragments. But they were different kinds of fragments than what she had faced before, and the power within them felt different to her. She took another step, following William as they moved through the hall, ignoring that power, knowing that she needed to. Then she reached a stairway.

      “Down?” William asked.

      “Seems that way.”

      “Of course it does,” he muttered.

      He pushed forward, holding his blades crossed out front as he went, and then he let out a frustrated yelp. “I didn’t care for that,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      “What was it?”

      “Well, it seems like something is still trying to push on me. I don’t like it, and I don’t know what it is, only that something is squeezing.”

      “Let me know what I can do.”

      They hurried down the stairs and reached a narrow section. Darkness surrounded her, and though Jayna felt her sorcery, she feared what would happen if she used it in this place. If it was something of a soul trap, she didn’t know what it might do to her. She was still concerned about how much energy she could safely express herself. Darkness reminded her of what she had experienced in the palace while heading down to the archives. There was pressure on her that seemed as if it were designed to tamp out her sorcery ability. She ignored it while they headed through the stairs.

      “This is like what’s in Ishan.”

      William frowned, though Jayna could scarcely see him in the darkness.

      She used the magic ball spell she held in front of her and pushed power away. A bit of energy began to glow in front of her, making it so that she could not see everything all that well.

      “Is it some sort of access point to the prison?” William asked.

      “It might be,” she said. “But it’s strange. Why would these access points be in the El’aras temple and the capital?” She frowned, looking around, and then realized she didn’t know if the one in Ishan was the same. She hadn’t gone back enough to really understand.

      “Maybe they aren’t accessing points, just ways of holding fragments?”

      “Somebody would have to understand the fragments, then. The El’aras knew about them, but how many others?” The scholars did, as Wurthaner had shared details about the fragments with her, so Jayna believed there were others who knew of the power fragments possessed. But she didn’t know if the Sul’toral knew, as it seemed odd they would have known but not taken advantage of it by now.

      “Everything has been quiet until recently. Something changed…”

      Jayna cut off as a voice interrupted her.

      “You came.”

      Jayna froze, holding onto the magic ball spell.

      “Lartial?”

      How had he managed to get out?

      But then, she had managed to get out, and he had already proven he was talented and powerful. He might have been out for much longer than Eva.

      There was a ripple of laughter. “I have to admit I have been waiting for this. And hoping, honestly. I would not have realized you brought them here to me.”

      “What did I bring to you?”

      “Why, you have brought the remains of the very person I wanted.”

      “I didn’t bring you anything,” she said but realized maybe she had. Maybe all of this had been some sort of trap, and she had been used.

      She looked over at William, who was shaking his head.

      “Oh, don’t blame him. He has merely been easy to guide.”

      “What do you want?”

      He grinned at her, and there was a flicker of malice in his eyes. Perhaps more than just a flicker. This was Lartial, after all, and she knew darkness lingered in his mind. “What was it like?”

      Jayna didn’t even need to question what he was going on about, as she suspected what he asked about. “I could show you.”

      He smiled tightly. “That’s not necessary.”

      “Why? Afraid you wouldn’t be able to return?”

      Lartial looked no different than the last time that she’d seen him. Perhaps leaner surprised her as she had no idea what he had been doing in the interim. Chasing power. Maybe Ceran’s power.

      She glanced over at where Eva lay in a heap. She had been holding onto her inside the magic ball spell, trying not to release it, but with Lartial here, she wasn’t sure if she would be able to keep her confined inside it for much longer. She may need to focus all of her power on him.

      Thankfully, it didn’t seem like Lartial paid any attention to Eva.

      Or maybe he didn’t know she had to hold a spell wrapped around her.

      “Our little mentor has been quite a challenge for me to devise a strategy for dealing with him. I have been struggling with it, as I’m sure you can understand how he has proposed a problem.”

      “You can call him by his name.”

      “Which one?” Lartial asked.

      So much for Lartial not knowing about Ceran and not knowing what he might be. Jayna still didn’t even know if what she knew about Ceran was correct. Still, she had enough experience with Ceran, and with the way, he had used her to chase dark power and collect it, she believed she understood what he had been doing, even if she had never witnessed it herself.

      “The only one who matters to you.”

      His smile deepened. “Again, I think the name that matters to me might be different than the one that matters to you. But now you are here.” He spread his hands. “And you have brought William back to me.”

      Lartial turned to William, who regarded Lartial with a darkened expression.

      He had grabbed his knives and had them at the ready, but Jayna didn’t know if William could do anything against somebody like Lartial, who had aspects of Toral magic. And he had trained with it, whereas William was… Well, Jayna wasn’t entirely sure what William was, only that he had his kind of magic and that it was not nearly as potent as what she had seen from Lartial. The last time they had confronted Lartial, he had very nearly overpowered William. It had been lucky, at least in some regards, that she had succeeded.

      “I’m not sure what you think you can do with William, but he’s made a few friends when the two of you studied together.”

      “I am well aware.”

      She couldn’t wait much longer. If she delayed more than this, she suspected Lartial would have an opportunity to overpower them. That meant she would have to use her power.

      She glanced over at Eva again. Had she moved? So far, Eva had remained unconscious, which left Jayna thinking she had time to try to help her, but she wasn’t sure if she had much time.

      They needed to draw away the power in her, and this was where they could do it.

      Not with Lartial here.

      He might even try to use it if he saw what she was doing, which meant going on the offensive.

      She had grown stronger. She was confident in her Toral power and confident in what she could do against somebody like Lartial. She didn’t think he would be able to stop her very easily. She had gained strength in the prison realm and gained something else—an understanding of her power that permitted her to use it in ways she had never done before. She didn’t fear facing Lartial.

      And perhaps that was a mistake.

      Confidence was one thing, but overconfidence was something else altogether.

      As she focused on Lartial, she began to draw upon her Toral magic, creating an explosive burst of power that she thought she might be able to use against him. She mixed sorcery and Toral power together, and then sent it blasting at Lartial.

      He deflected it.

      Not only deflected, but seemed as if he drew it into himself. He absorbed the power.

      Whatever Lartial was doing was tied to the dragon stone.

      “It has taken me quite a while to understand the key, but thankfully I was introduced to a scholar who realized there was a fragment of knowledge I was missing.” He started to smile, and darkness glimmered in his eyes. “I believe you know him?”

      Wurthaner?

      “I thought you might find your way to this. Given your persistence and your connections, I’m not surprised you dug up what the El’aras refused to reveal to others.”

      “Why? Was this all about destroying the Ashara?”

      “That is not what I want to destroy.” He looked around, his smile widening.

      “Where is Wurthaner? I’d like to thank him for bringing you back to me.”

      Lartial grinned. “Don’t worry. You will have an opportunity soon enough. Now. Let’s talk about those fragments you have gathered.”

      “And what fragments are those?”

      She wasn’t quite sure what Lartial was after, but he seemed to still pursue the same thing as he had when she had seen him last. Fragments of power.

      But he had attempted to hold Ceran’s fragment before.

      At that time, he would not have known about fragments. That was what he acknowledged. So what did he know?

      “Ceran, as you choose to call him, always thought he knew better than everyone else. He positioned himself as one of the Sul’toral; only he was not. He merely wanted others to think of him that way.”

      “Well, he is Ceran, so you know how he can be.” Jayna focused on her Toral magic, knowing she was going to need to fight somehow, but given the way Lartial had managed to draw some of her power off before, she worried she wasn’t going to have the right technique. If he had some form of dragon stone that he had fashioned to summon her power, then there may not be anything she could do. She had sorcery, but his other gift was one that mitigated anything she could do with sorcery. If only Eva were well enough to help.

      She tried to get William’s attention, attempting to lock eyes with him, but she wasn’t sure that it succeeded.

      “You have been collecting his fragments.” Lartial held her gaze. “I had not known what he was doing, nor had I known how he had managed to escape, until it was too late. But he was clever. Or is clever, I suppose. He has continually used techniques that have been lost to time. Or that he thought were lost to time. Unfortunately for him, I now have a scholar working with me.”

      “Ceran was the fragment.”

      “He was a fragment, but then he fragmented to escape.” He frowned. “You didn’t know. No. I can see you did not, which makes this more unfortunate. Anyway, as you have gathered his fragments, I will now take them from you so that I can hold all of his power.”

      “Do you really think you can control Ceran?”

      “In a place like this,” he said, waving his hands around, “it does not matter. I will be able to do so, and you will not be able to stop it.”

      Jayna tried to focus on the power of the Toral ring, thinking there had to be some way for her to be able to withstand what he intended to do with that power, but she wasn’t sure she knew enough. And without having that knowledge, she didn’t know if she could keep Lartial from succeeding.

      She looked over at William.

      He stood off to the side, holding onto his pair of knives. She wished she had a better sense of what he could do and the kind of power he was willing to use, but when it came to William and Lartial, she simply was not sure.

      “You have a choice, Jayna Aguelon,” he said, smiling at her. “Hand over your ring, or die and have it removed. If you hand it to me, I won’t even stop you from leaving.”

      Jayna glanced over at where Eva lay on the ground.

      She hadn’t moved that much, though she knew that she didn’t have much of an opportunity here. She had to work quickly, but Jayna worried that if she did not stop Lartial, and could not keep her ring, she wasn’t going to be able to draw that power off Eva.

      “I’m afraid you are going to have to take it off of me.”

      Lartial smiled at her. “I was hoping you would say that.”

      He tapped his fingers together, and a burst of power thundered from them.

      At first, Jayna wondered what he was doing, but then she realized it.

      They were not alone.

      Lartial had summoned others.

      Toral.

      And she realized with dawning horror, that they were connected to him.

      Somehow Lartial had become a Sul’toral.
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      Jayna had no idea how Lartial would’ve managed to become a Sul’toral. There was a connection formed, but she had thought that connection required the bearer to have considerable power of their own. But maybe he did. Given everything she had learned about fragments and subsequently shared with Wurthaner, there was a possibility that Lartial had learned the same things and now took advantage of that to use it against them.

      William slid closer to her, keeping his gaze on Lartial. “I have been trying to influence him, but I’m unable to do anything. Can you?”

      Jayna shook her head. “Not yet. The one time I blasted him, he absorbed it. And I thought that maybe he had dragon stone, but if he has these Toral,” she went on, looking at the seven figures all dressed in dark cloaks starting to move toward them, “maybe I had it wrong. Maybe he simply absorbed it.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. We were studying fragments. What was your brother doing with that?”

      “Trying to understand the purpose behind the pits.”

      “How much do you think Wurthaner learned what we were doing?”

      “Well, you spent some time with him, and unfortunately, so did I. I went looking for specific pockets of dragon stone, thinking that was going to be the key to helping you find your Ceran. I didn’t realize he was giving that information back to Lartial.”

      “You’re going to need to see if your knives can separate him from some sort of power.”

      “And if they can’t?”

      “If they can’t, then….” She glanced over at Eva.

      She had to help her. She wasn’t sure what that would take. Maybe going back to the prison realm?

      But if she did, that meant they were likely going to be trapped.

      Jayna wasn’t willing to trap Eva there, and she wasn’t really willing to go back. Then again, if she went back, there might be some way of returning, and given the strange nature of how time passed in that realm, Jayna had to think there was a possibility she could spend some time there, save Eva, and return.

      The Toral were converging.

      Lartial was among them, leading them. And this time, he didn’t have a Toral ring the way he did before. He had something else that pulled on Jayna with a strange sensation.

      “He has dragon stone from the prison realm,” she muttered.

      “What?”

      “I should have known. I felt something when he first came close to me, but I wasn’t sure what it was.”

      “You aren’t making sense.”

      Jayna used sorcery, not Toral magic, and created a burning ripple out and around to keep the Toral from getting too close to her. It did little to slow Lartial, as he continued to watch, but she didn’t know if she needed to stop him so much as she needed to slow him.

      “How much of my time in another place did I tell you about?”

      “Obviously not a lot, as I don’t recall you sharing anything about dragon stone with me.”

      “It was when I was traveling with Gavin and Gaspar. I came across a massive dragon stone chunk and managed to connect to it. At the time, I thought it was strange, as it allowed me to strengthen myself in some way, but now I wonder if what I did was draw some fragment out of that dragon stone.”

      “So?”

      “What do we know about fragments?”

      “I don’t really know, and we are running out of time, Jayna,” he said.

      “We know they will wander and adhere to certain people. Not everybody, but certain people. Some people turn darker, though we don’t even understand that.”

      Jayna felt she was getting closer to some grand understanding, but she wasn’t sure what that would take.

      “Jayna?”

      She mixed a series of patterns, surprisingly drawing upon something Char had once shown her, but also mixing with it some aspect of the Society council, as they had gifted her a linking spell of their own that she had rarely drawn upon. She blasted, creating a curtain of fire that extended outward, giving her some time to deal with what was going on, but not knowing how much time she had. She could feel the heat radiating off that curtain and worried it would not be enough to hold back somebody like Lartial who could influence her magic.

      “I’m saying there has to be something to the dragon stone on that other side. Think about all of the others who have gone there and gotten caught. I don’t know what fragment I called into my ring, but given that it was Ceran who gave me a ring, I suspect he and his power provide some means of gathering it.”

      “Ceran would have connected to him as well,” he said.

      “But he has to provide that connection,” she said. She pushed more sorcery into the curtain of fire, her mind racing to try to make sense of what was going on. “And he had dragon stone from the other side. I hadn’t thought about cutting it out, as I simply wanted to escape, but if he carved dragon stone out, it might….”

      “It might help with Eva.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Then we need to stop him.”

      “I’m not sure what it will take.”

      “Well, you went around collecting fragments of Ceran, binding them together, and now…”

      “You’re right.”

      She focused on her ring. Ceran was in there, somehow, and he was the reason she was going to be able to escape from this, but only if she managed to call upon that power in a way that would be useful. Jayna focused, ignoring the fluttering of fire, the steady sputtering of her power that she had formed, and attempted to reach for Ceran. That connection was still there, and she needed him to respond to her.

      “If you are there in any way….”

      “You brought me here,” Ceran said, his voice distant.

      Jayna breathed out a sigh of relief. “I need your help.”

      “You wanted to bind me together.”

      “And I do. And I will. But I need you to help me now.” She turned, and at that moment, she became aware of Ceran looking through her eyes in some strange way. It was almost as if he were aware of everything that she was, but not aware of it on his own. “Can you see?”

      “It is difficult,” Ceran admitted.

      “Because you were fragmented?”

      “Because some parts of me have changed. This place should unify me. Let me draw back together.”

      The fire around her started to sputter even more. The flames were faltering. Jayna knew she didn’t have much time.

      “I don’t know if I can. I’m sorry, Ceran. I wanted to free you so you could be reunited to sweep up the dark fragments, but I need your help with Lartial. I don’t know if I can stop him. But I think you might be able to.”

      There was a moment of hesitation.

      “Why?”

      “Because I need the dragon stone he has on him. That is how I’m going to save Eva.”

      Again, Ceran seemed to pause.

      “Something is not quite right,” Ceran said. “He intends to destroy this place. The El’aras. All of this for revenge?”

      Jayna’s heart seemed to stop. “Revenge?”

      “He lost his family long ago, and he blamed the El’aras. I never learned whether they were responsible or not. I thought I could help him, much like I thought I could help you.” He turned to her, and she felt a radiating warmth from him. “If he succeeds, all of the El’aras fragments will be corrupted.” Ceran took a deep breath, though Jayna wasn’t sure if he needed to in this form. “You must do something for me, Jayna Aguelon.”

      “Anything.”

      There was no hesitation. She had served Ceran willingly all along, but in this case, and with what he asked, she couldn’t help but feel as if she were even more willing to do what he needed. He was not the dark power she had feared. She had fought against the darkness from the very beginning, and he had helped her become what she was meant to be, and had helped her find a purpose that she never would’ve known otherwise.

      “You must continue our work.”

      “Do this, and I will unite your fragments, and we will continue our work.”

      What did it matter if she stayed at Ceran’s Toral? She had learned more magic and a linking spell to Char, so she was a greater part of the Society, but she didn’t mind being a Toral.

      Ceran seemed to surge in her awareness, and there was a flutter of power.

      “You are more than I knew you could be.”

      Then he separated from her ring.

      With all of the places they had visited, Jayna had felt his power drifting into the ring, but there were other aspects of fragments in those dragon stone remains that she had also been aware of. Jayna had not known how potent Ceran truly was. Until now.

      It wasn’t as if she managed to merge his fragments together. Not truly. There was still one fragment remaining, and perhaps the greatest of them, bound to this El’aras fortress. But even without that, he was more than she could even fathom. As he had gone around collecting power, perhaps it had strengthened him, no different than it had strengthened Jayna as she had gone around collecting power and holding it into her Toral ring.

      So when the flames she created to keep the Toral and Lartial back finally failed, there was a translucent glowing form of Ceran in front of her.

      “I think we should take care of the Toral, and let Ceran deal with Lartial,” she said.

      William nodded.

      Then she attacked.

      Jayna didn’t hold back. She didn’t use her Toral magic; she didn’t need to. Instead, she used sorcery. She found that she was facing other sorcerers, but for the first time, she felt her sorcery would be enough. She had the knowledge gained from Char, power that she borrowed through the connection that she shared with the Society, and she combined the two into a greater strength than she ever used before. She used a lashing of flame around one of the Toral, then switched to a magic ball spell that she washed over another, collapsing it back down and crushing their Toral ring, before turning to a third and having to create a beam of light that she jabbed into the sorcerer, cutting them down.

      William had already carved down others in that time. It left two Toral remaining.

      They turned and ran.

      Jayna debated chasing, but there was no point in it. They were no longer a threat.

      Instead, she focused on Lartial, who had a different technique than she had realized, and was holding his hands up, a piece of dragon stone cupped in between.

      And not the dragon stone that she had felt.

      He grinned as Jayna approached.

      Ceran was getting drawn into the dragon stone.

      “Did you think I only brought one piece of dragon stone back? This was my chance, and I intend to get my revenge.”

      William darted toward Lartial, his knives flashing, and he asserted his strange control over magic, as if to try to separate Lartial from his power, but Lartial extended a hand, and William went flying.

      Jayna stormed toward him, focusing on flames, as she defaulted to that, but it wasn’t strong enough. She was tossed back, watching Ceran getting drawn into the dragon stone.

      She landed next to Eva.

      Who had awoken?

      Jayna turned her attention to her friend, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I know there is something inside of you, and I’m trying to help you, but I’m not strong enough. And I’m not strong enough to stop Lartial.”

      Darkness flickered in Eva’s gaze for a moment, and then it seemed as if she exerted control over it, and tamped it down.

      “Release me.”

      “If I release you, you are going to succumb to the darkness.”

      “I can hold out a little longer,” Eva said. “And you need me.”

      Jayna did need her, as she did not know if she’d be able to do this on her own.

      And so she withdrew her hold over the magic ball spell that trapped Eva inside of it.

      Smoke immediately began to stream out, and rather than heading toward Lartial, it swirled around Jayna.

      Panic set in.

      The darkness was still within Eva, and Jayna wanted to try to help her, but maybe it was too late to do so. Everything she’d been doing had been about helping her friend and helping Ceran, and would she fail at both simultaneously?

      Jayna tried to deflect Eva’s power, but, much like Jayna, Eva had grown more potent in her time in the prison realm. That smoke swirled around her, pressing through her…

      And into her ring.

      Jayna sucked in a breath.

      She drew that power.

      She had a different kind of magic than Ceran. A different kind than Lartial. She could mix them. Her ring was something else. Not Toral. She was more than just one of the Toral.

      She got to her feet, glancing at Eva, who nodded.

      More of the smoke streamed out from Eva, and rather than creating its own pattern. She sent it into Jayna’s ring, where it collected.

      Jayna made her way toward Lartial. Ceran was getting drawn into his stone, and he turned to Jayna, seeming to know that she was approaching, and with a brief surge of power, there was a bit of Ceran’s face again. “Promise me.”

      “I’m going to do what we agreed,” she said. “After we defeat him.”

      Then Ceran disappeared.

      He was drawn into the dragon stone completely.

      And Lartial smiled.
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      Jayna formed a magic ball spell, holding Lartial inside.

      She didn’t use only Toral magic. She didn’t use only sorcery. She didn’t even only use the power that Eva lent her. She used all of it, combining it into something that was more, something greater. And as she did, she made a point of constricting it, forcing Lartial toward her.

      “I would have let you go,” he said.

      “I wouldn’t have let you go.”

      “You’ve lost. I have his power, and now I have the key to so much more. When I saw what you did in that realm, I knew how to do the same, but I did not know the secret. Now I do.” He smiled and seemed to radiate power like Ceran once did. And Jayna realized he probably was drawing on Ceran’s power, controlling his fragment.

      “You always wanted to be a Sul’toral, but now you will find it is not what you believed it to be.”

      “You can’t stop this, Aguelon. You are nothing but a Toral, and I have become so much more. This is what it takes to stop others of power who abuse it.”

      Jayna actually understood where he was coming from, as she had lost her family as well, but she had not allowed it to drag her toward darkness the way that Lartial had.

      She frowned at him and then shook her head. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      Eva’s smoke continued to billow in, and Jayna focused on that smoke, drawing it through her, mixing a burst of sorcery, and even the Toral power, realizing that what she had left in the Toral ring was not Ceran, but it didn’t need to be. At this point, what Jayna needed was the power of the fragments that she had trapped, which was the power that Ceran had granted her, not his power.

      Jayna mixed all of it. She needed something definitive.

      And there was one definitive spell that she could come up with. A blade formed, a mixture of darkness, smoke, and the fire of sorcery. Lartial looked down at it and flicked his hand toward it, as if to dismiss it, but failed.

      His eyes widened for a moment.

      Then Jayna jabbed her magical blade into his belly, slicing up.

      As he collapsed, she looked into his eyes. “You could never take this power. It was never for you. And it would not bring them back. But you can join them.”

      She held that power in his chest until she saw the life leave his eyes. Only then did she release it. She released the magic ball spell that held them inside as well.

      “Jayna?”

      She looked back. Eva had collapsed and lay on the ground, her eyes turning dark. Jayna did not need to use any sort of magic to detect the difficulty that Eva had, as if there was some power washing through her, creating some difficulty for her. And if she failed to remove it, that darkness would overwhelm Eva.

      “I’m here. Give me a moment.” She turned to Lartial and grabbed the two chunks of dragon stone that he was holding.

      Then she turned to Eva.

      One of them had the power that he was using, but not Ceran’s power. Jayna brought that over to Eva, holding it up above her, and then began using her magic ball spell to sweep it through Eva. It had not worked before, but she had some of Eva’s magic still mixed into her Toral ring, and she combined her sorcery and her Toral magic along with what Eva had granted her, and she continued to pull that power through so that she could free that darkness from Eva. As she cleared it, she felt a surge of power attempting to thrash and break free of how she held it, but Jayna constricted that power into the dragon stone, squeezing them together until the dragon stone took hold, and contained it.

      Then it was done.

      She looked over at Eva, who was lying motionless but breathing more easily than she had been in quite some time.

      “Did it work?”

      Jayna glanced over at where William was sitting up. He rubbed at his head, having gathered his knives back to him, and turned his attention to Eva.

      “I think so. I don’t know what it’s going to take for her to recover, but I think so.”

      William got to his feet and joined Jayna, looking at the dragon stone fragment she held. “What are you going to do with that?”

      “Well, as this was what Lartial was using to attack, I’m not so sure it’s safe for us to keep here. And I don’t know how to destroy it without releasing that power again.”

      “Couldn’t the fortress hold it?”

      “I think the fortress is actually a conduit of some sort,” she said. “As I focus on what I can feel, I’m aware of how the fortress connects to something more. It’s amazing, actually. It seems like it bridges across some distance to that prison realm.”

      William looked over at the opening in the ground. “So you want to drop it in there.”

      “I think so.”

      Jayna carried the stone over, and stood on the edge of the opening. She held the piece of dragon stone upright and hesitated for a moment. There was the temptation to hold on to it. There was power in it. Considerable power, obviously, as Lartial had managed to use it to connect to at least seven Toral and probably more. That kind of power could be used for so much, and she could do so much good with it.

      But the temptation would exist to do too much.

      It reminded her of when she had first been given the Toral ring. She had known there was darkness in it, along with the power of light. Jayna had wanted to draw upon only the good, and had come to learn that she needed to balance that power and now had a better understanding of how she had done that. Not all fragments were darkened. She had used many of them, more than she knew. And she had learned how to balance with dark ones to avoid the draw.

      But this one would be too much, even for her.

      She dropped it.

      The stone fell, descending into the darkness, and then she felt a strange surge. Pressure. But then nothing more.

      Had it crossed over into the prison realm?

      “Jayna?”

      She hurried over to where Eva was now awake and crouched down next to her, scooping up the other dragon stone fragment that had Ceran’s fragments inside of it.

      “I’m here.”

      “What happened?”

      “Oh, quite a bit.”

      Eva looked around. “Do you care to tell me where we are?”

      “This is the El’aras fortress that we were looking for. Don’t worry. You had a fragment of the Ashara power inside of you. That’s how you grew stronger, but it also changed you. Twisted you. I’m sorry, but I had to pull it off, trap it inside the dragon stone, and toss it back into the prison realm where it hopefully won’t cause problems for anybody else.”

      Eva blinked, sitting up. “If there was a dark fragment inside of me, it’s possible there are those insides of Asaran and Sharaaz.”

      “I know. Which means we need to go after them.”

      “You will help?”

      “Of course. But first, let’s get out of the fortress, and we need to talk to the El’aras and thank them. Were it not for them, I’m not sure we would have been able to find all of Ceran’s fragments, and were it not for him, I’m not sure we would have been able to stop Lartial.”

      “Ceran didn’t stop Lartial,” William said. “I couldn’t do anything, but that was you, Jayna.”

      “Well, me and Eva, and Ceran’s power.”

      William shrugged. “Perhaps, but it was still you. You were the reason you were able to stop him. You might be stronger than Ceran.”

      Jayna snorted. She didn’t feel stronger than Ceran, but it might not matter at this point. She followed the others, helping Eva get out of the fortress, and then they reached the entrance, where she found the El’aras waiting.

      “We weren’t sure if we were going to have to trap all of you,” Vila said.

      “You would do that?” Jayna asked.

      “If you would have failed. As I have told you, this fortress is an important place for my people. It has long been that way. And it is also a place of considerable power because of it.”

      “It’s a good thing we didn’t fail.”

      “What is that?”

      “These are the fragments of Ceran that remain. I don’t know what I can do for him, but he made a request before disappearing. And if nothing else, I want to honor his request if I can’t bring him back.”

      “We can see if he can be restored.”

      She took the dragon stone from Jayna and ran her finger along the surface. The stone itself was pale white and completely smooth. Jayna couldn’t imagine the kind of skill required to fashion it into a ring like the one that she had, but there was no questioning it was the same stone.

      Vila touched one part of the lump of stone, pinching it for a moment. The stone crumbled.

      “What did you do?”

      Vila looked down. “I did nothing other than test the integrity of it. It…” She looked up, her gaze narrowing.

      Jayna followed its direction.

      Sparks of light were scattered all around, like stars in the night; though it was early evening, there were no stars. Fragments though. Hundreds of fragments of Ceran.

      Jayna snorted. “He knew,” she said.

      “What did he know?” Eva asked.

      “He knew what would happen. Or he suspected. And he wanted me to carry on. That was why he made the point. Twice.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      Jayna had not really known. She wasn’t a sorcerer, not really. She might be a part of the Society, but she didn’t feel she fit. And she didn’t know that she was a true Toral, as she didn’t serve a Sul’toral. She wasn’t sure what she was any longer.

      Not a Sul’toral, but with the power that might rival them.

      She looked up at the sky. “After we check on Asaran and Sharaaz, I think we go after fragments. Well, after we deal with Wurthaner.”

      William’s expression darkened. “Don’t worry. I will take care of him.”

      “Good. Then we can chase fragments.”

      “There might be something we would ask of you, if you don’t mind,” Vila said.

      “What is it?”

      “Something of a tenuous nature. We can talk about it on our way to Ishan.”

      Jayna nodded.

      Help the El’aras. Check on the Ashara. Find fragments.

      She might not feel like a part of the Society, and she might not be one of the Toral—or Sul’toral—but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have a purpose. She would find it for herself.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss the first book in Jonathan’s story (Jayna’s brother): The Dragon Rogues!
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      An impossible heist only the thief known as the Dragon could 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 attempted, 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 succeed, 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 benefactor 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?
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        * * *

      

      Want to learn more about the Chain Breaker? Jayna appears in several books in the series! The Chain Breaker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Dark Fragment. 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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            SERIES BY D.K. HOLMBERG

          

        

      

    

    
      The Chain Breaker Series

      The Chain Breaker

      The Dark Sorcerer

      First of the Blade

      The Dragon Rogues

      

      The Executioner’s Song Series

      The Executioner’s Song

      

      The Dragonwalkers Series

      The Dragonwalker

      The Dragon Misfits

      The Dragon Thief

      

      Elemental Warrior Series:

      The Endless War

      The Cloud Warrior Saga

      Elemental Academy

      The Elemental Warrior

      

      The Dark Ability Series

      The Shadow Accords

      The Collector Chronicles

      The Dark Ability

      The Sighted Assassin

      The Elder Stones Saga

      

      The Lost Prophecy Series

      The Teralin Sword

      The Lost Prophecy

      

      The Volatar Saga Series

      The Volatar Saga

      

      The Book of Maladies Series
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      The Lost Garden Series

      The Lost Garden
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