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      The air stunk.

      Jonathan knew better than to take a job like this, especially one that would place them all in such a risky situation, but the reward was simply too high to turn down. How could he miss the opportunity to earn more in one job than he had in the last ten?

      “What now, Dragon?” Grayson asked.

      His mentor was an older thief who had considerable experience with jobs like this, much like most of the men Jonathan worked with. He preferred those with experience over those without, but really, he needed their instincts. Those couldn’t be taught.

      Jonathan glanced over from where they crouched outside the entrance to the warehouse. They would have to sneak past a series of defenses before they reached a hidden vault. If the job went as they intended, it would be a simple matter to break in. Given the enchantments he had on hand, along with those his crew had, he expected he would be able to finish this hours before anyone even realized they had been here.

      “Now we have to see if the enchantment we bought was worth it,” he said.

      Grayson grunted and looked along the street. They knew it was empty. Had it not been, Burton would have signaled them as he watched from a nearby rooftop, peering down on them and giving them the reassurance that nothing was amiss.

      For a job like this, Jonathan dared only to involve a small crew, so it was just the three of them. Too many others and he feared that someone would talk. He had seen it too often.

      “It’s a little strange, isn’t it?” Grayson asked. “Not like the usual jobs you get us.”

      “What is?”

      “How quiet everything is.”

      Jonathan pulled an enchantment from his pocket—an item of magical power designed for a specific purpose. The small sphere was made of a hazy glass filled with deep blue and purple swirls, and though it seemed simple, it contained significant power. The man who’d hired them had procured it for them. It was unusual to have anyone in the Sorcerers’ Society willing to create enchantments for men like him, so having it gave Jonathan even more confidence that it would work. How could it not?

      He crouched in front of the door, holding the enchantment as he looked along the street. In this part of the city, the street was quite narrow. Buildings practically pressed in toward it, adding to the shadows of the dark night. They had chosen a moonless night intentionally, and the heavy storm clouds, along with the distant rumble of thunder, added to the darkness. It was during this time of day that Jonathan preferred to operate.

      He had planned for all possibilities. Their current employer had helped provide them with everything they might need to accomplish the job. Jonathan didn’t fear they would fail. They couldn’t fail.

      “It’s damn near three bells,” he said. “It’s going to be quiet.”

      “It’s more than the time of night,” Grayson replied.

      “Would you stop being so worried?”

      Grayson shrugged. “This guy is ruthless. You go after him, and he takes down you, your family, and everything you care about. That’s his reputation. Besides, don’t you pay me to worry?”

      “I pay you to be my sneak.” But he didn’t really pay Grayson. Not like he did others on the team. The man didn’t need his money, but instead took jobs because he wanted to.

      “And I am. That don’t mean I can’t be concerned about what’s happening around us.”

      If Grayson was doing what he was supposed to do—and knowing him, he had it handled with exquisite control—no one would even be aware they were here. He concealed them so that, as far as anyone who ventured along the street would be able to tell, there was nothing here but an empty storefront. That was the power of a sneak, especially one with Grayson’s skill. He had magic, but it wasn’t the kind the Sorcerers’ Society even cared to regulate. That was to Jonathan’s advantage.

      “Just keep your eye out, and hold on to your facade,” Jonathan said.

      There was another grunt, and Jonathan turned his attention back to the door. He had planned this job as meticulously as he planned every job. He had anticipated every eventuality. At this point, all he had to do was use this enchantment on the door and he would be able to overwhelm the others that had been placed on this innocuous-seeming warehouse.

      Not so innocuous if it was protected with heavy enchantments, though.

      Which was part of the reason this job was worth as much as it was.

      “Here we go,” Jonathan whispered.

      He cupped his hand around the orb as he raised it near the door. When the magic was triggered, a tingling sensation slowly washed over his hand and left him feeling a surge of energy. It was enough that he knew something had happened, though not exactly what it was. His own connection to that kind of magic wasn’t such that he would even know.

      A faint glow came from the enchantment, and then it faded.

      “Is that it?” Grayson asked.

      “You were supposed to be holding on to your facade,” Jonathan said.

      “I am. I also saw what you did. Is it done?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I have no idea. I haven’t used an enchantment like this before. If it works, I can think of the other jobs it might be used for…”

      “I’m sure the employer will be thrilled.” There was a knowing look in Grayson’s eye, one that left Jonathan asking the same questions he’d had when he’d been given the job.

      “Hey. I took the job, and I’ll make sure we finish it. When we’re done, I keep the tools.”

      Jonathan tested the lock, and the door opened soundlessly. Darkness greeted him.

      He glanced over to Grayson. “Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready, but I can’t help but feel as though we would be better off if Matthew were with us.”

      “He wasn’t available. Besides, this isn’t the kind of job that needs too many hands in it anyway.”

      There were other reasons, though Jonathan wasn’t about to share them with Grayson. Hell, he wasn’t about to share them with anyone, not even Matthew.

      Grayson nodded, and Jonathan turned away from him, focusing on the darkness in front of him. He held out the enchantment. He didn’t know if it was going to be powerful enough to push away the darkness, though it theoretically should be able to do that. He hadn’t asked enough questions when he had been given the enchantment. As far as he knew, it would work to overpower most of the enchantments they encountered on the way into the warehouse, but even those weren’t the ones he truly needed to bypass.

      It was the one leading into the vault.

      Jonathan guided them into the warehouse. He had the layout memorized, and even in the darkness, he knew exactly how many steps they had to take. He walked as soundlessly as possible, as did Grayson, though he seemed to use his sneak ability to help.

      Twenty-three steps.

      Turn left.

      Eleven steps.

      A door.

      Stairs leading down.

      Jonathan paused at the stairs, then made his way down them carefully. He counted the steps, hoping his informant had been accurate. The plans were as precise as possible, but this was one place he worried about. People didn’t keep track of how many steps there were quite as well as they did how many feet there were in the hallway.

      They didn’t have to go all the way down. That led somewhere else, though given the prize they would find here, Jonathan had to wonder if there might be something valuable even farther down. Even if there was, he had enough experience and self-control to know that it wouldn’t matter to him.

      Thirty-one stairs.

      Ten feet. Maybe twelve.

      Another door.

      He stopped in front it.

      Grayson stood behind him, his breaths soft, regular, and cautious. Jonathan appreciated that about the old sneak. He could control himself in situations like this. Not all sneaks were as skilled as Grayson, and even if they were, they didn’t have the experience to know to control their emotions.

      Jonathan ran his hand along the door, feeling a series of markings on it. His informant had not been able to provide any detail on the nature of those marks. Not that it mattered. Jonathan knew as much as he thought he could about them. They carried with them a hint of magic. Power.

      The clock in his head continued to count down until the next bells.

      He wanted to be out of here long before then.

      He raised the enchantment, holding it up to the door. As before, there came a surge of warmth, a tingle that washed over his skin, and a hint of a glow. He hoped Grayson did his job and concealed it as much as possible. If there was anyone out here in the warehouse, as unlikely as that was at this time of day, the briefest surge of light might be enough to draw attention.

      The door vibrated. Not only could he feel it, but Jonathan heard it too.

      Shit.

      He had to work quickly, but he didn’t know how to do anything faster than he already was. He forced the enchantment against the door, and the vibration took on a soft hum.

      “What are you doing?” Grayson whispered.

      “I’m not doing anything. It’s this damn enchantment.”

      “Make it stop. It’s too loud.”

      “I know it’s too loud,” Jonathan snapped.

      He had to be careful. Even his voice was louder than it needed to be.

      Expect the unexpected. Wasn’t that what he always preached to those he worked with? This was unexpected. He had to respond in a way that would ensure they got out of here safely.

      The door continued to vibrate, and the enchantment hummed. They still weren’t even to the vault yet. Once they got through the doorway, they would reach the vault, and then he would need not only this enchantment but the other one that had been provided. The combination of the two was supposed to allow him access to the vault.

      “Keep your facade up,” he said.

      “I’m doing it, but it doesn’t mute sound.”

      Jonathan took a deep breath to control his emotions and then focused on the door. The enchantment worked by being pressed against it. He knew that the vibration and the hum that came with it mattered somehow, even though he didn’t really know what it was or why it would be so. He could hear it practically whistling around him. He was tempted to pull back the enchantment to silence the noise, but if he did that then he would be abandoning the job.

      He forced the orb forward. It surged with light for a moment, and the door vibrated more violently.

      Then it came open with a soft click.

      Jonathan paused and looked along the hall, but it was so dark that he couldn’t see anything. He hadn’t anticipated that he would need to be able to see. When he’d made his plans, he had memorized the dimensions so that he wouldn’t need any light. He knew that if anyone were to come across them, they would be carrying light, so he would be able to anticipate their presence long before anything came up.

      Now he wished he had brought a light source.

      He stepped through the doorway into the room and felt Grayson behind him.

      “Should I close the door?” Grayson whispered.

      “No. I don’t know if it will reactivate whatever enchantment has been placed on it.”

      Everything was completely and utterly dark around Jonathan. He could see nothing other than the faintly glowing enchantment resting in his hand, but it wasn’t enough for him to see by. Even with that, he avoided looking at it for too long, not wanting to disrupt whatever night vision he had.

      Seven steps.

      That was all they needed to reach the vault.

      He took each step cautiously, smaller than he would have otherwise, not wanting to slam into the vault. He knew he needed to be much more careful this time. With the way the enchantment had vibrated and hummed, he wanted to ensure that he didn’t trigger the same sort of noise again.

      A strange pressure pushed against him. Jonathan slowed, sliding one foot forward, but nothing more than that. Grayson remained close behind, one hand practically pressing up against Jonathan’s back.

      Jonathan stretched his foot forward. Then he felt the wall. Reaching out with one hand, he was greeted by a cold metal surface.

      The vault.

      This was it. Use the enchantments to break into the vault, take what they had come for, and deliver it to his employer. Then the reward was theirs.

      He pulled the other enchantment out of his pocket. The combination was somehow important, though Jonathan didn’t really understand it. While the one he was already using was a sphere, the other was a flat square made of rough and irregular stone. And somehow they worked together. At least, that was what he’d been told. He didn’t like not being the one in control of the enchantments, but in this case he had to deal with it.

      Jonathan pressed them both against the vault door.

      Nothing happened.

      He continued to hold them in place, and the sphere started to glow softly, color swirling up from somewhere deep within it, as if it came from another place. Even the square stone started to change, though it might have only been energy he became aware of, not anything else. Nothing about it changed like it did with the sphere—no color and no glowing light.

      “What are you doing?” Grayson asked.

      “I’m pressing these up here, but I don’t really see anything happening.”

      “Look up,” he said harshly.

      Jonathan looked up and realized what had drawn Grayson’s attention. The vault itself had started to glow. It was faint, almost as if it were taking on the light of the sphere, and he couldn’t take his eyes off the sight.

      The vault trembled. The sound was more violent than what they had heard from the humming at the door. Jonathan glanced over toward the doorway. It was too dark for him to make anything out, but he feared that leaving the door open would draw attention to them.

      “Go close it,” he said to Grayson. Jonathan could feel him when he left, though he didn’t see anything.

      He held his hands out, and the space continued to take on the steady glow as the rumbling built. Then the vault started to move.

      He’d expected the vault door to swing open much like any other, but sections shifted instead. One pulled up from above, and another section lowered into the ground, opening like some strange metallic jaw.

      He had to hurry. Grayson wasn’t with him, but the man could catch up. He knew the layout as well as Jonathan did, and he would realize where Jonathan had gone.

      Taking another step forward, he entered the vault.

      The air was cooler here, and there was a strange energy as well.

      He had not been given any floor plans of the vault. The only thing he knew was that reaching his destination would be difficult without the enchantments and a skilled sneak who could conceal him.

      Jonathan reached into his pocket and pulled out the final enchantment he had brought with him. It was small, barely larger than his thumbnail, and soft. He dropped it to the ground, where it stuck. Immediately it began to stretch outward, sending pale lines streaking along the floor, giving off enough light for him to see by.

      The vault was smaller than he would’ve expected, though still a large vault. Considering how difficult it had been to access and how buried beneath the ground it was, he would’ve expected it to be enormous. If someone were to go through the trouble of making a vault this impenetrable, they might as well have made it so that it would hold something useful.

      He skimmed the inside of the vault. One wall had stacks of gold that his mind quickly counted—and nearly stopped him in his tracks. Carinna would chide him for carelessness like this, but she’d also appreciate any extra bauble he might bring back for her. That was almost enough to grab something extra.

      That’s not the job, he had to remind himself.

      The crystal. That was what he’d been sent to find.

      And he found it glittering with a faint green light on a table near the center of the room. That was what he’d been sent for.

      Anything else that might be here had to be ignored.

      Jonathan didn’t really know what the object was, only that retrieving it was worth far more than any other job he’d taken recently. He darted toward it and lifted it from its resting spot. It was warm, but there was something more to the crystal.

      He ignored it as the sense of relief he often felt at the completion of a job washed over him. Then realized he wasn’t alone in the vault.

      There was someone else here.

      Jonathan turned slowly, holding on to the green crystal and moving it toward his pocket. He still had the enchantments, but they wouldn’t be of much use here.

      A shadowy figure stood near the metal shelves.

      How had he overlooked this person?

      A facade.

      Where was Grayson? There was no sign of him. If there was another sneak here, at least someone who had that same ability, then perhaps Grayson could place a facade around Jonathan, and they could use that for him to escape.

      He didn’t dare move, and his heart hammered as he tried to think through his options. He had to run. He had what they’d come for, and without the sneak, he was going to have to move quickly. Get back to the street. Warn Burton. Then they could run for it.

      Jonathan had a series of places he could hide once he made it out of here. Then he could find the employer, make the exchange, and be done with this job. He could be done with many jobs for a while.

      The figure moved, and Jonathan tossed the small square enchantment toward them. He had no idea what it might do, but he wanted to hang on to the orb. He knew what that would do, at least.

      In the small confines of the vault, the square stone made a dull sound as it landed.

      Without waiting, Jonathan jumped toward the opening.

      Something struck him from behind, causing him to stumble and hit his head. His ears rang and his head throbbed. He crawled forward and tried to get to his feet.

      Where was Grayson?

      As Jonathan neared the entrance to the vault, something else slammed into him from behind.

      Blackness enveloped him.
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      Jonathan Aguelon stared at the bars of his cell. He had counted them during his first year in captivity, and he knew exactly how many there were across the upper section. There was exactly one more bar on the upper portion than there was on the lower one, even though they seemed evenly spaced and symmetrical. At some point, the bars diverged, as if whoever had crafted them had made a mistake and thought to correct it.

      The iron was cool to the touch as he traced his hands along the bars, running his fingers up and down and twisting around them. There was a familiarity to these movements, especially now that he had done them for the last five years. If he was right—and he was almost always right—the door at the end of the hall would open within the next few moments and the meal trays would be brought.

      “Three. Two. One.” As the clock counted down in his head, he nodded to himself when the door came open, almost as if he had controlled it.

      “How did you know, Dragon?” Darius asked from nearby. “You always seem to know.”

      Jonathan rarely saw him, though knew him as an older thief who had some renown before his captivity. He’d been imprisoned for two years longer than Jonathan, and it was possible that he would be released many years before Jonathan escaped.

      “They’re like clockwork,” he said.

      “Why do you care if they’re so regular?” Darius asked.

      “Because I can use that.”

      That predictability was helpful to him, especially as he considered the possibilities. Eventually, he intended to leave the prison. Whether he managed to escape or whether he was released didn’t matter to him. Not anymore.

      When he had first been captured, Jonathan had figured that his sentence would be mild. He had avoided being caught for his entire career, so there was no reason for the court to come down too harshly on him. They had surprised him with their sentence, but it was better than the alternative.

      At least he was still above ground.

      The beatings had been bad at first. A message, he knew. Men hired by Vileforn to make him suffer for what Jonathan had nearly accomplished. That he’d failed didn’t seem to matter. Grayson had said Vileforn was brutal—and he had proven right. Those beatings had come regularly at first, but eventually he suspected Vileforn had grown bored, or had gotten over the slight.

      Through it all, Jonathan tried to learn if Vileforn had done anything to anyone else he cared about. Jayna seemed safe. The Academy would protect her, especially as he knew she’d taken a different surname. The others…

      He’d heard nothing from his team—and assumed they’d been captured. Were they getting the same beatings?

      Then there was Carinna. What must she have thought about his disappearance? He hadn’t even had a chance to say goodbye to her, even if she knew the dangers. She had her own protections, but someone like Vileforn would have assets she didn’t.

      Jonathan stepped away from the bars as one of his jailors approached with a tray that held a small bowl of the stew they were served most days, along with a hunk of what was almost certainly going to be stale bread. The water would probably be warm, and for all he knew, someone had pissed in it.

      He nodded to Gabe, a younger jailor who was relatively new. The man still had baby-fat cheeks that lent him a youthful appearance, and only a hint of stubble on his chin.

      “You’ve got the evening shift again, Gabe?” Jonathan asked.

      “I get the evening shift most of the time,” he said, setting down the tray and sliding it beneath the bars.

      Jonathan remained near the center of the cell. “What does your lady think about that?”

      Gabe looked up at him, and he grinned. “I don’t got none. Not yet.”

      “A man like you? I find that difficult to believe.”

      “Most ladies aren’t impressed by my line of work.”

      “It’s not the line of work that makes a man,” Jonathan said. “It’s the choices you make. Don’t you forget that.” He nodded to Gabe, who smiled.

      “You told me that before, Mr. Aguelon.”

      “Have I? It’s something a mentor of mine always told me. Figured it fitting for you, too.” He remembered what everything said to Gabe or any of the other jailors over the years. He kept his conversations light and cordial, which was how it was with almost all of the jailors. “There’s a place along Hickory Street in Ishan, a tavern called the Wending Field. It’s nice and respectable. The women who frequent it don’t get caught up in such trivialities as a man’s line of work. Besides, the food isn’t too bad either.”

      “I think I know that street,” Gabe said.

      “You ask for Veldy Theds. You tell him I sent you. He’ll take care of you.”

      “Is that where you met your girl?” Gabe asked.

      Jonathan looked down. “Not there. She and I met a different way.”

      On a job, he didn’t say. Carinna had been an asset first, and then much more. Like him, she’d always wanted more than life had given her and had no compunction about taking it from those much more fortunate.

      “I bet that’s a story,” Gabe said.

      “You’re right,” Jonathan said, forcing a smile.

      Someone banged on the bars of their cell, and Gabe looked over with a disappointed look on his face before shrugging and moving on.

      Only when he was gone did Jonathan pick up the tray, which was still warm. It was a far cry better than it had been when he’d first been imprisoned. Back then, he was just as likely to end up with a cold tray as he was to get no tray at all. At least these days he was served consistently.

      Jonathan took a seat on the small cot along one wall and balanced the tray on his lap. He took a bite of the stew, then swept the stale bread through it. Even though the stew was warm, that warmth did little to make it any more tolerable. There was only so much that could be done to make any of this edible.

      He needed to get out of here.

      With a sigh, he looked around his cell, where he had spent the better part of his captivity. In the first few months of his sentence, he had shared a cell with another prisoner. It had taken time for Jonathan to convince his jailors that he would do better on his own, and once he had, he’d begun to plan for the possibility of escape. He knew it wasn’t going to be easy and had no misconceptions about that. That didn’t mean he couldn’t try, though.

      When he was done with his stew and bread, he gulped the glass of water and washed it all down, making sure to hold on to the spoon. He slipped the tray back out underneath the bars and took a seat on the cot again. It wasn’t long before Gabe came through and collected his tray with the others.

      When Gabe was gone, Jonathan got to his feet and moved the cot away from the wall. That had taken a few months to accomplish. The cots were bolted down, and prying his away from the wall had been a difficult feat. Once it had been freed, he’d been able to use the spoon to dig at the stone.

      The process was slow going. So slow that he had barely formed much in the way of a hole. Until he had some way through, he wasn’t going to be able to escape. A part of him kept waiting for those he had worked with over the years to come and free him, though he knew better than to count on such kindness.

      “What were you going on about with him?” Darius asked.

      Jonathan paused his scraping. “Nothing.”

      “Why were you telling him to go to that tavern?”

      “I figured a boy like that could use a woman.”

      Darius chuckled. “‘Boy’ is the right term. He’s barely old enough to get any hair on his face. He could rub some milk on that and let the cat shave him.”

      Jonathan snickered. “He still holds the keys.”

      “Is that what it’s about for you?”

      “It’s about warm food and being left alone. In that regard, I think we’ve had some small measure of success.”

      He turned his attention back to the small hole and worked for the rest of the night. Scraping at the stone took all of his time and most of his energy, and he still didn’t feel as if he had accomplished anything. Jonathan rested when he needed. Imprisoned the way he was, there really wasn’t much more for him to do anyway. He never left his cell. He never did anything other than sit, eat, and wait for the next visit from one of the jailors. By morning, he had pulled free only a little bit of gravel.

      “What do you plan to do when you get out of here?” Torvald asked.

      He was in the cell across from Darius. He didn’t speak often, though Jonathan had a sense that Torvald knew exactly what Jonathan spent his nights doing. Not that anyone would make any different claim. He suspected that most of them had their own plan to escape, whether or not they took any action to carry it out. His plan of digging his way to freedom was little more than a distraction. Jonathan didn’t really think he would be able to escape. Whenever he worked at the stone, he was able to pull small fragments free, but he barely ever managed to loosen anything.

      “Depends,” he said.

      “On what?”

      “Mostly on how I get out of here. If they decide to take pity on me, then I can stay in the city. If not…”

      Torvald laughed softly. “You aren’t going anywhere. Nobody escapes from Nearnahl.”

      Jonathan rested on the cot. There was a time when he would’ve challenged the claim. Perhaps he still would. Given that he had been here for almost five years, he didn’t expect to be able to escape. Not really.

      Nearnahl was an impenetrable prison, and it had a reputation—one that Jonathan had not observed himself. Thankfully. Most believed that this prison was a place of violence and degradation, but he had made it his mission to ensure that he didn’t experience such torment. It had been difficult at times, but as tolerable as prison could be.

      “I don’t intend to escape,” Jonathan said. “I just intend to be released.”

      “Not after what you did to Everett Vileforn.”

      Vileforn had been livid that anyone had gotten into his vault—or nearly so—and Jonathan had paid the price.

      “That’s all hearsay and rumors.”

      “And I hearsay that you told me those rumors.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “Maybe they’re true. Maybe they aren’t.”

      “You don’t break into one of Everett Vileforn’s warehouses and get out.”

      It was a vault, not one of his warehouses. That was why Vileforn had been upset and pushed the issue. “I didn’t get out.”

      And the rest of his team…

      He’d spent so many hours thinking about Grayson and what had happened to him. Where had his mentor ended up? Burton might have escaped, but he didn’t know.

      “Like I said.”

      Jonathan closed his eyes and rested for a few moments. At least, it seemed like that was all it was. When he came awake, he felt a strange energy in the prison cell. He lay there for a beat, gathering his thoughts and trying to come up with what time it was.

      Still not mealtime.

      Not only had he learned to predict the movements of the jailors, but he also had come to understand the gnawing of his stomach. When he ate immediately after they came through, Jonathan could guess with the same exactness when his stomach would start to rumble again. When it did, he knew they would be close to feeding the prisoners.

      He sat up on the edge of his cot and looked around.

      Something was off.

      The same chatter that was usually going at this time of the day was absent. Given that there was nothing else to do, most of the prisoners spoke to each other to pass the time. They might not have gotten along under other circumstances, but here within Nearnahl, they were all colleagues of a sort.

      Jonathan got to his feet and gripped the bars as he looked out. There was no movement. A single lantern flickered at the end of the hall, illuminating the dark form of the barred doors that lined the hallway. Almost all were occupied by prisoners like him.

      “What’s going on?” he called.

      “They took Torvald out of here,” Darius replied.

      Jonathan hadn’t known who would answer his question and was surprised it was Darius. Most of the time, his neighbor slept throughout the day, much like Jonathan preferred to do.

      He leaned forward and pressed his head against the cell bars, trying to see out into the darkness, but he wasn’t able to make anything out.

      “Where would they have taken him?”

      “Questioning,” Darius said.

      Questioning? Why wouldn’t Gabe have said anything to him? Jonathan would’ve thought the young jailor would share with him some aspect of what he had known. Why hadn’t he? True, there was no obligation for Gabe to tell him anything. For that matter, Gabe could keep everything from him, and Jonathan wouldn’t be able to object to it in any way.

      “Questioning” could mean many things. It could mean that additional information about what had landed him in prison had been unearthed, though typically it could mean something far different.

      Jonathan stared through the bars of the cell while trying to think about the various possibilities. It had been months since anybody had been taken from their cell for questioning. The last time it had happened, there had been…

      Parole.

      That was another possibility.

      Torvald didn’t have the same rough sentence that Jonathan did. He had the possibility of parole, and the hope of leaving this place. Which meant that perhaps he was going to be offered the chance at freedom.

      Jonathan smiled at the idea. Of those he had conversed with during his time here, Torvald was one who actually amused him. Jonathan actually thought he might be able to work with him on jobs. Not that they would ever have that chance in the future. It was just that Jonathan could picture himself interacting with Torvald on the outside.

      Moments stretched out into minutes and then into what seemed like hours.

      Still Torvald hadn’t returned.

      Jonathan began to wonder if he would.

      Finally, the door opened. It was too early for food, which meant it was something else. The prison followed a certain protocol, which made everything predictable. When predictability changed, he knew to be concerned.

      Gabe wasn’t the one coming down the hall. Hadn’t he said he was working the evening shift this week? He should be the one on at this point, not Terrence, who was coming toward him.

      Terrence was one of the older guards, and he had been working in the prison for the better part of a decade. That length of time hardened anyone, making them almost as much a criminal as the men they oversaw. He had a lean face with a scar on one cheek from a fight he’d been in prior to Jonathan’s time in Nearnahl, and he kept his hair cut short. All of it conspired to make him look pissed.

      He paused in front of Jonathan’s cell, then fished out his key ring.

      “What’s going on tonight, Terrence?” Jonathan asked.

      “Quiet,” he snapped.

      Unlike most of the guards, Terrence could be difficult. Jonathan had done his best to try to smooth things over with him. It was easier if he had some rapport with the guards, yet Terrence didn’t want anything to do with him, or with his efforts to start a conversation.

      When the door came open, Jonathan waited. He knew better than to try his luck with Terrence, who was quick with his fists and feet when prisoners argued with him. Jonathan held his arms out, waiting for the cuffs that would be slapped on him, but they never came.

      “Get moving,” Terrence said.

      Jonathan frowned.

      Another beating?

      The last had been months ago. Long enough that he’d healed—and had begun to think they would stop. And Terrence had never been involved.

      Maybe there was another explanation.

      Could it be his time for a parole hearing already? He didn’t anticipate he would make parole. It was far too unlikely, and his crime was enough that he doubted he would ever see a successful ruling. Still, he had been brought up before the parole board one time before. He hadn’t been expecting it, and because of that, he hadn’t prepared for a hearing.

      It was much like this time. Perhaps that was the intention. They didn’t want him planning and preparing. They wanted to keep him off guard.

      As he made his way down the hallway, Darius shouted after him. “Make sure you tell them the truth, Aguelon!” He laughed, the sound chasing Jonathan and Terrence as they walked.

      Terrence guided him up a narrow flight of stairs. Jonathan considered running, but his time in prison had weakened him, and he doubted he would get far before he was recaptured. At the top of the stairs, Terrence led him down another hallway—the same one he had followed when he had been taken to the parole board before.

      Maybe it really was a parole hearing.

      He started working through what he might say. He needed a compelling argument for his release. It wasn’t that he had been difficult. Far from it. Jonathan made every attempt to be as easygoing a prisoner as he could, knowing that it would not only make his time here easier, but also lend him more credibility when he wanted to be paroled—if he was to be given a fair opportunity.

      They paused at a doorway. He looked inside past Terrence. He wasn’t able to see anything beyond, though he heard the steady murmur of voices.

      “I didn’t know there was a parole hearing today,” Jonathan said.

      “There isn’t.”

      Terrence motioned for Jonathan to follow him into the room, and Jonathan paused once he stepped inside. The warden sat at a desk with an older woman next to him. She had a severe haircut, graying hair, and dark eyes with heavy wrinkles in the corners. Her lips were pressed together in a tight frown as she regarded Jonathan.

      There was somebody else in the room, though they were shrouded in shadows near the back.

      He smiled to himself.

      A sneak, using a facade. It had to be, though why would the warden and whoever this woman was allow a sneak to be part of the parole hearing? Unless this truly wasn’t a parole hearing, much like Terrence claimed. Then again, if it wasn’t, then why would they have brought him here?

      Terrence closed the door, sealing Jonathan in with these others. “Take a seat, Mr. Aguelon.”

      Jonathan glanced down to the small, weathered stool. Countless backsides had undoubtedly pressed down on it, all of their owners hoping for the possibility of parole. Of freedom.

      He sat and quickly found that the stool was difficult for him to balance on, his weight carrying him forward so that it teetered underneath him. It was meant to make him uncomfortable. He wasn’t about to let them see that, though.

      Jonathan shifted so that he could position himself and regard the warden. He held the warden’s gaze, meeting his eyes with a hint of a smile. Throughout the time he had been in the prison, Jonathan had always gotten along well with the warden. There had never been any issues between them, so he expected a smile in response. Instead, he was met with an icy stare.

      It’s going to be like that, then.

      “Jonathan Aguelon, you were convicted of theft from a warehouse owned by one Everett Vileforn.” The woman’s voice was raspy, as if she had yelled for much of her life. It was the kind of voice that was used to people listening to it and obeying.

      It was the kind of voice he knew he needed to listen to and obey.

      “Do you deny your conviction?”

      The last time he had been before the parole board, he had denied his role in the job. They kept calling it a warehouse, which he suspected was intentional so that Vileforn could keep his vault hidden. In the time since he’d last presented to the parole board, he’d considered how he would react if he were brought before them again. He had never anticipated that he would have another opportunity, thinking that his last performance had not been up to his standard. More than that, he suspected they had no interest in treating him fairly.

      “I don’t deny the conviction,” he said.

      “Very well.” The woman dipped her quill into a bottle of ink in front of her and scribbled a few notes. Then she looked up. “Given the nature of your crime, you were sentenced to serve twenty years within the Nearnahl prison.”

      Hearing her so casually say how long he’d been sentenced to serve made him blink. It was too long for his crime, he knew, but Vileforn had wanted more than revenge. Jonathan had spent so much time thinking about how he could get back at him, which he knew was foolish, but it was the only thing he’d been able to think about.

      “You have been here for almost five years. According to all sources, you have been an exemplary prisoner.”

      “I like to think that I try to make it easy on the jailors and the warden,” Jonathan said.

      “Or is it that you think you can manipulate them into providing you with better accommodations? A more comfortable cell? Better food?”

      Jonathan almost laughed at that, but he knew better than to do so. “I would never make such a claim. I understand that, in my time here, I cannot be made more comfortable than any other prisoner. I only want to treat the jailors with the respect they deserve.”

      “Indeed? Yet you chose not to treat Master Vileforn with the same respect?”

      He paused before answering, considering his words carefully. He hadn’t known that Vileforn had risen to such esteem. At the time of the job, the man was a wealthy merchant who had connections. Either that, or he hadn’t obtained his wealth under the most legitimate of circumstances.

      “I bear no ill will toward Master Vileforn. I merely was trying to provide for those less fortunate.”

      The woman held his eyes with a stern gaze. “And who, might I ask, is less fortunate than Master Vileforn?”

      “Many,” Jonathan said.

      “I presume by that you mean yourself.”

      “I won’t deny that I am less fortunate than Master Vileforn.”

      The woman turned her attention back to the paper. “You were brought to us today as part of a parole process. The king would like us to empty the prisons of those determined to be redeemable. The warden views you as one such candidate, though I have my questions.”

      “What questions are those?”

      “Whether or not you will fall back into your patterns if you are freed.”

      Freed.

      That one word left everything within Jonathan trembling.

      Five years in even a tolerable prison was a lifetime. He had done everything in his power to try to make it manageable, but even that was difficult for him to do. There were limits to how much he could convince the others around him to help. He tried, and though Jonathan knew he could be persuasive at times, he also knew there were limits to his charms.

      Could he actually get out?

      He knew what he’d do. Return to Ishan. Find Carinna. Then figure out what happened to his team.

      “If freed, I would take up an honorable profession,” he said.

      “What might that be?”

      “I’m not quite sure. I haven’t given it much thought, knowing that my sentence is much longer than the time I have already spent here. I think I could put my skills to use in many ways that would serve the kingdom.”

      He flashed his most winning smile, but Jonathan doubted there would be any winning this woman over. He figured he would be lucky to escape this hearing without having years added to his sentence.

      “Indeed. Perhaps the warden has read you correctly.”

      Jonathan glanced over to the warden, but even though he thought they were on good terms, he couldn’t tell anything from his expression now. It seemed almost as if the warden attempted to avoid this woman’s gaze, like he didn’t want to draw her attention. Did he fear angering her?

      For his part, Jonathan shared that fear. He didn’t know her at all, but these few moments so far left him feeling as though he didn’t want to spend any more time with her than was necessary.

      First, he would have to get freed. Then he would do everything he could to avoid having to encounter her again.

      “Master Vileforn has made his preferences clear.”

      “Oh?”

      She nodded. “As you may well imagine, he was most disturbed by the open break-in of one of his places of business, given the nature of his work.”

      Jonathan had learned a little bit about Master Vileforn’s business in the time he had been imprisoned. He hadn’t known much about him prior to that, only that he was a wealthy merchant. Since then, he had come to realize that the man was not only wealthy but ruthless. It was an unfortunate trait of those who advanced quickly through the ranks in the city. In order for them to gain a position of any power, a certain level of ruthlessness was needed. Jonathan had avoided that as much as he could. He wanted nothing to do with such brutality. There were other ways to advance one’s clout, at least as far as he was concerned.

      “He has petitioned the king to ensure the enforcement of your punishment.”

      His heart sunk. If someone like Vileforn had the king’s ear, then there was no chance Jonathan would be able to leave. Doing so would mean going against the wishes of a wealthy and influential man, the kind of person the king preferred to keep in his good graces. They were the taxpayers, after all. How was he supposed to take all of their wealth if he didn’t provide them some service?

      “That’s it, then?” he said.

      The woman watched him for a long moment, an unreadable expression in her eyes. “As I said, he petitioned the king to ensure that you remained imprisoned for the duration of your sentence.” The words hung in the air, and Jonathan shifted on the stool, preparing for Terrence to open the door and lead him back to his prison cell. From there, he could spend another night, another year, or many more, and he doubted he would get any closer to digging his way to freedom.

      He had tried, but he had gotten nowhere so far.

      “The king listens to many different advisors,” she said. “In your case, he felt it was necessary to take under advisement the recommendation of Master Vileforn, but also the recommendations of others.”

      Jonathan turned toward her, frowning. “Others? What others?”

      She lifted the page, which showed a seal he didn’t quite recognize.

      “Jonathan Aguelon. By order of the king, and by recommendation of the warden, you are hereby paroled.” She slid a circular disk across the table to him.

      Jonathan’s heart hammered as he picked up the object. The disk was made of a dark wood and had a small carving on it, but it meant nothing to him. He turned it in place, then glanced from her to the warden, waiting for one of them to explain.

      Instead, the woman stood. Her gaze flicked to the back of the room, to the facade and the sneak that were there. Jonathan turned toward it, trying to see through the darkness, but he wasn’t able to make anything out. He got to his feet and found that he could barely stand, his knees were too weak.

      He was paroled.

      He was free.

      Only, if he was free, why did he get the sense that he was now indebted to someone else—someone he didn’t even know?

      Jonathan looked through the darkness, trying to make out the details there. He knew someone was watching him. Whoever was there had to be the mysterious other person, the one the king listened to. And Jonathan now owed them his freedom.

      What would they ask of him in return?
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      The prison was situated well outside the city of Ishan on an island that was unreachable without any form of transportation. Had he managed to escape, Jonathan wouldn’t have been able to go anywhere, anyway. He stood on the bow of the boat, feeling the gentle rocking of the waves as they lapped at the oars sweeping through the water. The captain guiding the boat said nothing to him, though dressed as Jonathan was in the dark brown shirt and pants of one of Nearnahl’s condemned, he had not expected the captain to want to spend much time with him.

      Aside from revenge on Vileforn, the only things on his mind were his sister and Carinna. They had been in his thoughts the entire time he’d been held captive. His sister had been young when he’d been caught, and though she had not cared for his chosen profession, he still wanted to see her again. Ever since their parents had died, Jonathan had served as a father figure to her. That was, until she began to view him as something else. Something below her.

      Then there was Carinna.

      Perhaps he would go to her first. He would need to find a change of clothes and a place to stay. He would also have to figure out how to earn enough money. That might be the most important. Before seeking out either of the two women—could Jayna really be a woman now?—he wanted to get himself cleaned up and prepared to see them.

      The boat continued rocking, and a salty spray caught him as they cut through the water. Jonathan breathed it in, embracing the smells of the ocean, the openness of everything around him, and the freedom he finally had. He had missed it all.

      They reached the shore, and the captain motioned for him to climb off the boat.

      “What now?” Jonathan asked.

      “That’s up to you.”

      “They didn’t arrange any additional transportation for me?”

      “Were they supposed to? You got out. Be thankful.”

      Jonathan looked around and then back at him, but the captain had already moved the small boat away from shore, rowing quickly to take it back out to the island. Jonathan turned and climbed up the rocky shoreline to flat land. His hands were scuffed and scraped from the climb, but he didn’t care.

      He was free.

      Jonathan smiled to himself, then headed inland until he found a narrow road, which he followed all the way to where the city stretched in the distance. Whenever he became tired, he rested. Once he had recovered long enough, he continued onward to the outskirts of Ishan.

      He passed through familiar slums that surrounded the city. They were more overcrowded, dirtier, and more run-down than he remembered, but the place was still familiar. Buildings piled on top of one another, shacks and shanties pressed together. The smells here were unusual, with foods from different cultures all mixing together. He also heard the shouts of children playing, the cries of infants, and the underlying conversation of the crowd that moved along the street.

      Would this be where he found himself? He didn’t have any money, which meant he wouldn’t be able to pay for a place to stay. Of course, he had ways of acquiring the necessary coin to live somewhere besides the slums. No. This wasn’t going to be his fate.

      He headed through the main entrance of Ishan. Once inside, he paused and looked around him at the enormous city. This was where he had spent so much of his time, earning his reputation as the Dragon. Jonathan had made a name for himself, and here he had managed to get established.

      But he’d been gone a long time.

      It felt like he had been in prison longer than five years because the buildings no longer looked as familiar as they once had. He had traveled the streets many times over the years, slinking through them during jobs he had taken with his team, and now he was an outsider.

      Some of the street kids looked in his direction and studied him the way he had once studied his targets. Jonathan glowered at them, doing his best to look as intimidating as possible. They hurried off, but they weren’t the only ones who looked at him askance. Others around him did as well.

      Too much had changed.

      He had changed, of course, and those he’d worked with likely were no longer active in the city the way they once had been, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t still be here for him. In fact, Jonathan counted on them. He was a little surprised that Grayson hadn’t met up with him already, figuring the old sneak would have contacts who would have told him about Jonathan’s release. Others could have come for him, but there was one in particular he wanted to see—not including his sister.

      Of course, Jayna might not want to see him now. He doubted she would’ve remained in the city at all. Once she had begun her education and training, she likely would’ve moved elsewhere. And he was glad of that. Still, he wondered what his life would’ve been like had his parents not passed when they did.

      Jonathan meandered through Ishan, spotting a familiar tavern, and then another, including the Wending Field that he’d told Gabe to head to, and then beyond that to where he had done other jobs. He thought of Grayson and the rest of his crew. He needed to find them.

      As he made his way through the city, he recognized the feeling deep in the pit of his stomach. It had been a while since he had felt anything like that—the sense that someone was following him.

      Jonathan turned and headed a different direction on a different road, looking around him as he went. He let his feet guide him deeper into the city and focused only on trying to see if he had imagined the feeling of being followed. He didn’t think he had, but if so, then it would not matter that he wandered. Only, as he made his way forward, he still had a feeling there was someone here.

      The streets he crossed were dirtier than he remembered. Maybe it was just his time in prison that had given him a rosy memory of Ishan, but everything had a dampness to it, and many of the buildings had layers of grime over them. The people he passed were poorly dressed in frayed and tattered clothing, at least in this part of the city. There would be other areas here where they would be much better dressed, where the people were wealthier.

      He headed to his old home on a clean but narrow street, picking his way carefully. When he reached the old brick building, he paused, looking into windows. Dried flowers outside of the window were different, and as he stood there, he realized that wasn’t the only thing that had changed. The decorations were different.

      An older man limped past the window, and Jonathan moved off to the side of the narrow street to avoid detection. There was no sense getting anyone’s attention.

      Someone else lived there.

      Not Carinna.

      He’d find her. Somehow.

      The team, then.

      Figure out what happened to them, then he could get his answers.

      He headed along the street, reaching a wider thoroughfare and busier part of the city. At one point, a pair of boys bumped into an older woman while another kid slipped behind her and reached into her purse, then the three of them scurried on. On another street, a crowd of seemingly intoxicated people sang loudly as they marched down the road. In the distance, he heard shouts, but all around him were the sounds of voices, the cacophony of noise within the city that he had to readjust to. In the prison, there was a sense of quiet and a pattern to everything, which Jonathan had come to know all too well. Long ago, he had also known the patterns in these streets that had once been his. It would take time for him to find them again.

      Jonathan ducked into an alley and looked behind him. This unfamiliar street was lined with shops. A blacksmith, a silversmith, and even a locksmith, among other craftspeople. He smelled the enticing aromas of fresh bread and didn’t know if they were coming from a tavern or bakery. Either way, he wouldn’t be able to afford food in his current state.

      He waited but didn’t see anything suspicious. The only evidence was what he felt.

      Jonathan stepped out of the alley’s shadows and continued on, but the sense of somebody following him began to build again. It was a sense he had honed during his time on the streets long ago, and an instinct that had served him in prison. At least in those early days. He had become comfortable and complacent, and he’d started to lose some of the confidence he once had.

      This time, though, he was certain he hadn’t imagined it, so he took a meandering course. Zigzagging around and doubling back, he kept trying to see if anyone was trailing him.

      After a while, he had to slow. Again he couldn’t tell whether he had imagined the feeling or whether there really was somebody there. As far as he could tell, there wasn’t anyone, but the feeling remained.

      He spun and saw a figure across the street from him, slight of build and wearing a pale-blue cloak. Jonathan marched toward them, and the person turned and ran. He raced after them, but he tired quickly. During his time in prison, he had gotten out of shape, but worse than that, he had gotten out of practice with avoiding people following him.

      His skills were rusty. He would need to work on that.

      He would need to work on quite a few things.

      He focused on the person running ahead of him and managed to stay with them. Finally, he forced the person who’d been following him into an alley. Jonathan chased them down, blocking the person as they attempted to leave.

      “Why are you following me?” he asked.

      The person stopped moving.

      “You were, weren’t you?”

      No response.

      Jonathan stepped forward, grabbed them, and pulled back the cloak’s hood.

      It was a boy. He couldn’t be any older than ten or twelve.

      “What are you doing?” Jonathan asked.

      The boy grabbed something from his pocket and held it out. Jonathan took it and examined what was a circular piece of dark, stained wood with a pattern that looked like an enchantment etched into it. The disk was like the one he’d been given before leaving the prison.

      His heart hammered and he cursed his luck.

      The person from the prison. They were here. Somewhere.

      “I was told to give that to you,” the boy said.

      “Told by who?” Jonathan waved his hand. “I need to know who gave this to you.”

      “I didn’t see them. They just said that you needed to have this.”

      “Why?”

      “They said you would understand.”

      “Let’s just say I don’t.”

      “I don’t know what it is. They just wanted me to get this to you. They didn’t tell me why. Please…”

      He recognized the false note of fear in the boy’s voice, but there was no point in holding him here. He probably didn’t know anything.

      Jonathan let him go, and the boy raced past him out of the alley. He looked down at the circular piece of wood that he’d been given, and his heart hammered. When he had first looked at it, he hadn’t known what it was. But as he studied the symbol closer, he realized it was all too familiar. It was the reason he had ended up in prison. A crystal shape.

      The meaning behind the disk he’d been given at his parole hearing hadn’t been clear, but this one was. The wooden coin was a message. A job. One he’d thought about during his entire prison sentence.

      That was what this benefactor wanted?

      Why come at him like this?

      Because they don’t want to be caught.

      And why him?

      Because I almost succeeded.

      And why now?

      He had no answer for that question.

      He stuffed the marker into his pocket.

      Noise filled the street as he moved, a cacophony of sound almost too loud for Jonathan. In prison, he had learned to understand the silence and solitude that surrounded him most of the time. There were the voices of the others trapped in cells around him, familiar ones he had come to know as something almost as friends, along with the sounds of the prison itself. The occasional thumping of the jailors’ boots on the ground. The jingle of keys as they opened a cell. The scrape of a tray across the stone. All of those sounds were predictable. They were all comforting.

      This was anything but that.

      Jonathan breathed it all in, and despite the chaos around him, he smiled to himself. He had intentionally come to the market, a place where he thought he might be able to find familiar excitement.

      He followed his nose through the market, letting it be his guide from stall to stall. He paused every so often to scan the street vendors for anything that might signal there was something here for him to find. Every so often, he heard a voice that sounded familiar, though he never found the source of it. He breathed in the aromas of different vendors. Some had smoked meats, others had sweet breads, and others had items he had never seen before.

      Unfortunately, his pockets were empty. The warden had provided him with clothing, though it was simple and not at all what he preferred. Jonathan didn’t mind, especially if it meant he would be released back out into the wild. He didn’t care one bit that anyone who recognized the chocolate-brown jacket and pants would know where he had been and what he had done.

      Eventually, Jonathan was going to have to find a place to stay and come up with a plan. For now, he wanted to wander.

      Jonathan caught sight of a man making his way through the crowd. He was surrounded by three soldiers and tracked by another hooded figure, likely a sorcerer. There was no doubt in his mind who the man was. He had seen him only a handful of times, and always fleetingly. He was the reason Jonathan had stayed in jail.

      He deserved that sentence, he knew, but there was malevolence to Vileforn that Jonathan had not seen from anyone else. He had taken dozens upon dozens of jobs, but he had never encountered anyone with the same vengeful mindset as Vileforn. The beatings Vileforn had arranged for him had proven that.

      And Jonathan had nothing but time to consider how he’d repay that favor. The answer had been simple, though the execution would be challenging. Now it seemed as if he wasn’t the only one who wanted Vileforn dealt with.

      Jonathan followed him. He patted his pocket, which held the markers he’d been given. Someone wanted him to deal with Vileforn—maybe even the very same person who had hired him in the beginning. Though if that were the case, why go through intermediaries? His employer hadn’t done so before.

      He trailed the group until Vileforn faded into a crowd. What were the chances that he’d see the man so soon?

      Jonathan pushed his thoughts and suspicions away.

      The crowd had formed around a dancing troupe nearby, and the performers danced in a rhythmic movement, circling the drummer and the other instrumentalists. The spectators clapped along, some shouting and others singing, all adding their voices to the noise around them.

      Jonathan paused for a moment, smiling as he watched, then moved on. A singer belted out a bawdy tune. They strummed a lute, playing rapidly and tapping their foot as they incited the crowd to dance along with them. Some people nearby joined in, though not all. Some merely passed by and gave the musician a wide berth.

      Not him. He stopped and listened, enjoying the sound of the musician. Something about the song struck a chord. The musician met his gaze and nodded to him, and Jonathan sang the familiar words of the chorus before continuing on.

      Further along the street, a game of cordon was taking place. Jonathan approached slowly, watching as the game played out. There were two players, one on either side of a massive checkered board, and they moved their pieces quickly.

      Cordon was an easy game to learn, but it was a difficult game to master. It was one of skill and strategy, the kind where those who understood its complexities would be able to identify others who had a similar skill set. Those who didn’t know would only see it as a game of chance.

      As he watched, he realized that people around were placing wagers on the game. A dark-haired man stood next to the board, encouraging the wagering. He called out to the crowd and waved his hand to draw more onlookers over. He had an amused glint in his eye, a loud and commanding voice, and a fluid grace with his movements.

      “Who will be the victor? Will it be the young challenger, the student who’s studied the game only for the last year? Or will it be his instructor, a man not much older who has been playing the game for the better part of three years?”

      “That’s easy,” someone in the crowd called out. “The master will win.”

      The hawker turned toward him. “If it’s so easy, then perhaps we make it a bit more challenging. Perhaps I don’t tell you which one of them is the master and which one of them is the student. We play a game, you guess who it is, and then we will collect our wagers.”

      Jonathan smiled to himself. Not only a game of skill, but a skillful game. The people who were watching laughed at the idea, but the hawker nodded to the two cordon players.

      Once the game started, it became apparent that both players were gifted. As the game progressed, Jonathan gained an understanding of what he watched. To anyone else, they would see the game playing out in an even match. But he saw something else.

      The man who looked older quickly gained an upper hand, and the game ended.

      The hawker strode forward. “Do you see?”

      “I see the younger boy losing,” one of the voices from the crowd cried out.

      “He did. Unfortunate that he did,” the hawker said. “Only, I would make a wager that he is the more skillful of the two.”

      “We just saw him lose,” another person called.

      “You did, but dropping one game does not make someone a loser. Perhaps all he needs is more time. Would you like to watch them play again?”

      The crowd laughed.

      The hawker set the game board back up, and the two played again. The strategy looked similar to what it had been the last time. As the game played out, it became obvious that the younger of the two would lose again. When the game ended, he leaned back, frustration evident on his face.

      “What can I say? The student still has much to learn,” the hawker said. “I suppose none of you want to take the wager I offered.” Laughter rippled throughout the crowd. “What if I told you I could pick any one of you and guide you through a game, and you would win?”

      “Why would we take that bet?”

      “Who do you think taught the master?”

      Jonathan raised his hand and stepped forward. “I’ll take that bet.”

      The hawker frowned, looking at him. “You will?”

      “I will. I figure I could use a little extra coin. What’s the wager?”

      “Why don’t we make this interesting? I will wager ten silver coins that the student will win.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I’ll take it.”

      The crowd murmured around him, and Jonathan grinned. He took the master’s side and arranged the pieces.

      “You look as if you have some experience playing cordon,” the hawker said.

      “I might have played it a time or two.”

      “Now, I can provide some guidance or no guidance. If you agree to no guidance, then I will double the wager.”

      “And the wager is that I will win?”

      “It is.”

      Jonathan looked across at the student, knowing that he played a skillful game, but there was more to this than just the game between him and the student. It was the game with the crowd that really mattered.

      “Actually, I think I would prefer to challenge your master,” Jonathan said.

      The whispers through the crowd grew louder. The hawker, skillful as he was, let the murmurs build.

      “You would challenge the master?”

      Some of the spectators laughed, but Jonathan ignored them as he stood and took a seat across from the master. The hawker finally raised his hand, and silence fell over the crowd.

      “What would you wager?”

      “I thought the wager was ten silvers,” Jonathan said.

      “It was ten silvers if my student won. What if my master wins?”

      “How about we make it twenty silvers?”

      Mumbles around them again.

      The hawker chuckled. “We have a confident one here, don’t we?” He regarded Jonathan for a few moments before turning to the crowd and raising his hands. “Is there anyone here who would like to take that wager? Or perhaps you would like to wager on my master?”

      Gradually, bets came in, most of them on the master. One chose Jonathan, though as he looked across the crowd, he wasn’t able to see who it was.

      “It seems as if we have a wager.”

      Jonathan met the hawker’s gaze and let it linger, and then he made his first move. He hadn’t played cordon in a while, though it was a game of strategy. Strategy was something he had spent considerable time thinking about.

      As the game played out, he could see the skill the so-called master possessed. He wasn’t exactly sure if the man in front of him was truly the master or if he was actually the student. Or maybe they were both masters. It was difficult for him to know which way this game had been designed, but it was a scam regardless. Perhaps neither was skilled.

      Jonathan played quickly, and when he gained the upper hand, he didn’t hesitate to end the game. There was no benefit in delaying any longer than necessary. He wanted to win, and to finish the game as quickly as he could.

      The hawker fell into a dumbfounded silence. “Someone has beaten my master,” he finally said. The crowd dispersed; the wagers unfulfilled. The hawker hurried and lifted his hands. He cleared his throat and raised his voice as he cried out, “At least give me an opportunity to redeem myself. If my master was unable to prove his prowess, then let me attempt to do so.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “What will my prize be?”

      “You believe you will win?”

      “I don’t see how I can’t. I just defeated your master easily. How could you be that much more skilled?”

      The hawker glared at him. It lasted only a moment, but then he turned to the few left in the crowd. “Who would like to wager on our new friend to defeat me?”

      Those who remained began to call out their wagers, and more than a few put money down on Jonathan to win. Several chose the hawker, though not as many as Jonathan would have expected only a few moments ago. When the sound died down, the hawker sat across from Jonathan and made the first move.

      It was obvious that he was skilled. Much more than the so-called master.

      The game his students had been playing had been basic. Jonathan had seen that right away, though they had made a few moves that didn’t seem basic. Their strategy had been to look as if they played a more complicated game than they actually did.

      Now that the hawker was playing, the game shifted, and the strategy changed. The match began to intensify. Jonathan was a good cordon player, but the hawker was incredibly skilled.

      The game went quickly. Too quickly.

      When it was over, Jonathan was well and truly beaten. Grumbles worked through the crowd.

      “Perhaps somebody else would like to try their hand?”

      Nobody did, and the rest of the spectators turned away, disappearing into the market. Only Jonathan, the hawker, and his two students were left.

      Jonathan got to his feet and looked across the game board at the hawker. “It’s good to see you, Matthew.”

      Matthew watched him for a moment, then shifted his cloak so the sword he always wore was visible beneath it. “Where have you been?”

      “Prison. And it seems I was granted parole.”

      Matthew let out a sigh, as if he’d been worried about Jonathan’s disappearance. “I didn’t realize they granted prisoners like you a parole.”

      Jonathan glanced at the two students. “What were you planning on doing if I hadn’t come along?”

      “Tandel was prepared to play. At least, this time. Later it would’ve been someone else.”

      Jonathan shook his head. Tandel had been new to pulling jobs before Jonathan went to prison. He must be skilled now. “Can we talk?”

      Matthew looked around for a few seconds before turning his attention back to him. “I suppose you intend to claim your share of the winnings?”

      “It might be helpful. This is all I have,” he said, motioning to the jacket and pants. “Sticks out a little bit, especially so close to the prison.”

      “You’d be surprised by how few people know what prisoners wear.”

      “There are probably more who are aware of it than you know. Care for a drink?”

      Matthew glanced over at the two co-conspirators, and he waved them away. They disappeared into the crowd, leaving Matthew and Jonathan to look at each other. Jonathan strode forward and stretched out his hand, and his friend clasped it.

      Matthew pulled him close. “It’s good to see you, old friend. I didn’t know what happened. I’d heard a job didn’t go quite right, but there were other rumors as well…” He met Jonathan’s gaze. “I’ve been listening for word of you, but never heard anything consistent.”

      Jonathan breathed out a heavy sigh and realized that he had no idea what kinds of rumors were out there about him, only that he knew they would exist. They always did.

      And it wasn’t only Matthew hearing the rumors that worried him. It was his sister. What must Jayna have thought? What might she have done?

      “You said you wanted to drink?” Matthew asked.

      Jonathan followed him through the streets. Matthew wound through the throngs of people, seemingly unconcerned and unbothered by the size of the crowd. Jonathan, on the other hand, struggled. He had been away for long enough that fighting through a crowd was no longer something he was skilled at doing.

      “How did you know how to find me?” Matthew cast a glance back over his shoulder.

      Jonathan wasn’t sure he should tell Matthew the truth—that he hadn’t gone looking for him intentionally. “I went looking for Carinna first,” he said.

      “And didn’t find her, I’d wager.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t suppose you know what happened?”

      Matthew shrugged. “When you disappeared, things… well, they fell apart. I heard she tried to find out what happened, paying informants for a while and all, but then I stopped hearing about her. I’m sorry, Jonathan. I’m sure we can dig into her, if you’d like.”

      And Jonathan did want to know more.

      But maybe he should get settle first.

      Reestablished.

      He took a deep breath, tamping down the emotions that had come flooding into him at his return to the city. It was harder than he’d expected. “I came to the market and saw your game. It seems like a waste of your skills.”

      “That waste of my skills brings in nearly one hundred silver each time. If we do it once a week, which is about as often as we can safely pull it off, it’s a hefty sum we’re able to split among ourselves.”

      Jonathan shrugged, shaking his head. “A hundred silver a week. That’s not a bad number, but you could do so much more.”

      “I’ve been doing other jobs, Jonathan. The problem is that other jobs are not necessarily any safer.” He took a deep breath before letting it out, and a flicker of darkness crossed his eyes. What had Matthew experienced while Jonathan had been gone? “Most of my jobs have been spent trying to figure out what happened to you, after all.”

      “You didn’t have to come looking for me.”

      “You know I did.” He looked over and frowned. “Of course, you wouldn’t have been caught had you only involved me.”

      “It was a small job. You didn’t need to be part of it.”

      “I didn’t need to be, or you didn’t want me to be?”

      “You didn’t need to be.”

      Matthew watched him for a few moments. “Come on. Let’s find that ale you promised me.”
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      They slipped along an alley, then headed out into an emptier street and down another alley. Finally, Matthew stopped at a narrow yellow door and pulled it open. Jonathan stepped inside, and the smells of roasted meat, fresh bread, and ale drifted to his nostrils.

      He let out a small laugh. It had been years since he’d visited the Yellow Stag, long enough that he wasn’t sure he would have been able to find it on his own. It amused him that this was where Matthew would bring him first.

      They took a seat in a corner booth, and Jonathan looked around the room. The tavern was mostly empty, which was unsurprising given the time of day. Those who were here were either travelers—and it was uncommon for travelers to stop at the Yellow Stag—or they were people on a different mission.

      Matthew disappeared for a few moments and returned with a tray stacked with food and two mugs of ale. He set one down in front of Jonathan, then pulled one to himself. He took a long drink before leaning back and wiping his arm across his mouth.

      Jonathan’s stomach rumbled, and it was certainly the right time of day for it to be doing so. His internal clock was telling him that he should be served the normal helping of stew and crusty bread, but he wanted the ale more than he wanted the bread and meat in front of him. He’d had both of those recently, but it had been nearly five years since he’d had a mug of ale. Slowly, he savored the warm, bitter taste of his first sip. It was delicious. He took one more drink before finally setting his mug down and looking across the table at Matthew.

      “What happened?” Matthew asked, watching him.

      “You know what.”

      “I know what I’ve heard, but what actually happened?”

      “To be honest, I don’t really know.” He told him about the job as quickly as he could. “I don’t know what happened to the others.”

      “Grayson hasn’t been seen,” Matthew said, confirming Jonathan’s suspicion that he’d been caught as well.

      “And Burton?”

      Matthew shook his head slightly.

      “That’s why you didn’t know what happened,” Jonathan said. Could they all have been caught? Where had the others been imprisoned, then? “I was granted parole, but I had a feeling that they didn’t really want to. Vileforn petitioned the king to keep me in prison, but there was somebody else who petitioned on my behalf. At least, from what I was told.”

      “Who would have done that?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t really know. I didn’t get a good look at them.”

      Matthew arched a brow. “They were there?”

      “I think so. Somebody was there. They hid behind a facade—”

      “Someone in the prison was hiding behind a facade? You realize how that sounds.”

      “I’m well aware of how that sounds,” Jonathan said, nodding slowly. “It’s true, I tell you. There was something there.”

      Matthew let out a soft whistle and took another drink. “So now you’re a pawn in someone’s game.”

      “It seems that way.”

      “And you think they want you to do something for them.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I know they do. I’m just not sure what it is. Yet.” That was one thing he would uncover, though he wasn’t sure how to go about it yet.

      “Fine, but what do you want?”

      Jonathan picked up a hunk of meat, bit off a piece, and chewed it slowly. It was a bit chillier than he would’ve preferred, but at this point he didn’t know that he should be complaining. “Probably the same as this benefactor wants.” That was the only conclusion he’d been able to come up with. “I think they want me to finish the job I took five years ago.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      Matthew shook his head. “I understand what you’re telling me, but you failed.”

      “I know I did, but I also know what the job was worth.”

      “At the time.”

      Jonathan nodded. “At the time.”

      “Even if you were to do the job, what makes you think your buyer would still be there?”

      Jonathan took another bite, chewing deliberately to savor the taste. “The buyer will still be there. I saw what they were after. Hell, I held what they were after.”

      “What was it?”

      “Some sort of crystal. It was warm. Magically so. And powerful.” Jonathan had spent a lot of time thinking about what he had felt from the crystal. The power stuck with him. “It’s the kind of thing somebody who has money would attempt to steal.”

      Matthew looked around the tavern. “Even if you were to do this, it’s not going to be like it was the last time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Vileforn has risen in the city. He has money. Power. And by that I mean real power. You aren’t going to be able to just walk into his warehouse like you did the last time.”

      “I didn’t necessarily walk into his vault last time either.”

      Matthew frowned. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Stop.”

      “I’m just saying,” he said, shrugging. “You might not have gotten caught the way you did had you involved me.”

      “Or you would have ended up there with me.”

      “Between the two of us, I’m sure we would have been able to come up with a way out.”

      Jonathan smiled. He had gotten along reasonably well with the other prisoners, though for the most part he had done so out of necessity. If he’d spent the last five years with Matthew, he suspected he would have been able to escape much sooner. He might not have needed to wait for a parole hearing.

      Being a skilled strategist was how Jonathan had made a name for himself years ago. It was how he had built up his own teams and come up with the jobs they’d pulled. Matthew was equally skilled, though he was doubly dangerous with his blade. Together they had taken on many jobs over the years, many that others simply wouldn’t have done because they believed they were impossible to do. Jonathan and Matthew had done them. They had succeeded where others had thought they could not.

      “So why won’t I be able to get into his vault?” Jonathan asked.

      “Because the vault is different. Everything about Vileforn is different. Including…” Matthew leaned back and took a long drink of his ale, but he didn’t say anything more.

      “What?”

      “I don’t want to be the one to tell you this.”

      “Tell me what?”

      Matthew glanced toward the entrance of the tavern. “It’s Jayna. She’s been moving around quite a bit. She’s part of the Sorcerers’ Society now, as I’m sure you know.”

      Jonathan didn’t, but that didn’t necessarily bother him—nor did it surprise him. His sister had always been skilled, and more than that, she was smart. Smarter than almost anybody else he knew. Somebody like her would advance quickly within the Society.

      “I anticipated that would be the case.”

      Matthew frowned. “She’s gotten caught up in some things. I’ve heard rumors of it.” From the way he said it, Jonathan wondered if it was about more than just rumors. Matthew didn’t explain what he’d heard, though. “Dangerous magic. Not here, thankfully. But she did come back.”

      “And?”

      He looked over. “Well, now you’re out.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessarily connected.”

      “Maybe not, but you have to admit that it’s somewhat surprising that she ends up here around the time you get released.”

      “Go on,” Jonathan said, jutting his chin out. “Say what you want to say.”

      “I’m not exactly sure what I want to say.” Matthew shrugged and forced a smile. “What about you? What do you intend? I have a hard time thinking the great Dragon intends to stop pulling jobs.”

      Jonathan shook his head slowly. “I’m not going to stop. I’m going to finish the job I’ve been contemplating the entire time I was imprisoned.”

      “No,” Matthew said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t need to be part of this. Last time you tried to go after Vileforn, you got caught.”

      “But I got in.” He sat back, crossing his arms over his chest as he looked at Matthew, daring him to ask.

      He knew that Matthew would. Curiosity would get to him.

      After a few moments, Matthew took another drink before leaning toward him and dropping his voice to a whisper. “Don’t just hold out on me.”

      “I told you I got into the vault. I went after the crystal, but I saw something else.” It was the reason he’d ended up in prison, he suspected. “Gold. A hoard of it.”

      Matthew whistled. “Don’t be modest. I know how skilled you are at counting coins. You probably barely needed a glance to know how much money was there.”

      “Hundreds of thousands.”

      His eyes widened. “Is that why you were imprisoned as long as you were? And in Nearnahl?”

      Jonathan had wondered that too, and he had his suspicions. “I think so.”

      “He’s holding out. He’s keeping it hidden from the king.” Matthew chuckled, rubbing his hands together.

      “He is. And we’re going to take it from him.”

      Jonathan followed Matthew through the street toward the nicer part of the city, where it was quieter. No din of shouting or the noise from people shoving their way past one another, and with fewer street thieves to watch out for. The people they encountered here were better dressed, wearing vibrantly dyed fabrics that signified the cost that went into making them. So did the colors and the intricacy of the embroidery worked into the hemlines or the lapels of men’s jackets.

      Jonathan was now dressed better than he had been when he first got out of prison, wearing soft wool. He also carried a short sword, which left him feeling much better than he had before. There was something reassuring about having a sword strapped to his waist again. It was almost as reassuring as the dagger he had hidden underneath his jacket.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Matthew glanced back at him, hand just above the hilt of his sword, moving with a simple grace. “You were away for a long time. Much happens in five years.”

      “I’ve seen that. In five years, you go from one of the most renowned thieves in the city to a scammer at the market.”

      “I don’t always stay at the market. It’s just… easier.” He looked over. “And my way of avoiding your fate.”

      He paused in the middle of the street. People passed by on either side of them but didn’t pay them much attention. They were just two more men in a sea of many.

      Horses guided several carts, heavily laden with supplies to sell. In the distance, armored soldiers marched, the sun gleaming off their helms. People in groups of two or three or sometimes more moved past, most of them merchants who came from nearby areas. There was a time when Jonathan would’ve known many of them, or he would’ve marked them as they came into the city, but he didn’t recognize the ones he saw now. He could pick out colors and had a general sense of clothing style that hadn’t changed much in the time he’d been away, but everything felt foreign to him.

      He felt foreign.

      “Do you see that building in the distance?” Matthew pointed, and Jonathan’s gaze followed the direction of his finger.

      An elaborate multistory building stood at the end of the street. He almost called it a house, but it was much larger than any one person’s residence. It was practically a palace. And it hadn’t been there five years before.

      “What is that?”

      “That, my dear Dragon, is Master Vileforn’s home.”

      Jonathan stared at the impressive sight. White stone glinted in the dazzling sunlight. The soldiers he’d seen before marched toward the home, and several more patrolled near the surrounding wall. He tried to count how many stories tall the structure was, and stopped when he reached four.

      It was a palace. The king’s wasn’t even much taller.

      “How was he permitted to build that?” Jonathan asked.

      “How? As far as I can tell, he just built it. I didn’t get the sense he asked for permission.”

      As Jonathan continued to gawk, he struggled with what he observed. “Are you showing me this so I can be impressed by what Vileforn has accomplished since I’ve been locked away?”

      “I couldn’t care less about whether you were impressed by Vileforn. I just wanted you to know what you were putting yourself up against.”

      “I’m not putting myself up against Vileforn. I’m putting myself up against his vault.”

      “I don’t think it’s all that different. The last time you were caught breaking into his vault, he had you thrown in prison for two decades. What do you think would happen this time?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Probably something worse.”

      “Right. Worse. Maybe exile. That would be if you’re lucky. More likely, they give you the noose. Is that what you want?”

      He stared at the palace. “With the right crew, we can do this.”

      “Maybe the way the warehouse was set up. I wasn’t there, so I don’t really know whether it was a job we should have been able to accomplish. In this case, I can tell you with much confidence that we aren’t going to be able to easily break in.”

      “You don’t even know.”

      Matthew led him along the street, taking turns every so often but always leading him back toward the palace in the distance. “I know enough. When this place was being constructed, there were rumors coming from the man who was building it about what Vileforn wanted.”

      “And what did he want?”

      “He wanted a massive tunnel built.”

      “A tunnel?”

      Matthew nodded. “A tunnel. Deep into the ground.”

      “Why?”

      “For his vault.”

      “So we have to lower ourselves by rope. It wouldn’t be the first time,” Jonathan said.

      “He also has several sorcerers on his staff.”

      “Magic is involved. Magic was involved the last time too.”

      Matthew snickered. “I seem to remember what happened the last time.”

      “You weren’t there. As you keep reminding me.”

      “Do you think my presence will make this somehow better?”

      “I think it will shift the tide of everything,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew shook his head. “Even if that were true, I don’t know that it’ll make the difference we want it to. Let’s say we figure out how to get past his guards. From what I can tell just standing here now, there must be several dozen of them. All of them are armed, and all of them look to be trained as soldiers. He might have even hired some of the king’s soldiers. If that’s the case, then attacking them is damn near the same as attacking the king.”

      “We won’t attack them. We’ll use a sneak to get us past.”

      “Fine. We use a sneak. Then we have to get inside.”

      “I’m sure there are ways in,” Jonathan said.

      “Assuming there are, once we’re in, then we have another challenge. We have to figure out how to reach the access point to the vault. Anyone who was a part of it will probably be reluctant to speak of their role in it. I’m sure that Vileforn paid well to ensure silence.”

      “There are other ways of getting past that.”

      “Fine,” Matthew said, shaking his head. “I appreciate your confidence. Let’s say we figure out how to reach the access point to the vault. From there, we need to reach it. And then we need to get past whatever protections the sorcerers under his employ have placed.”

      Jonathan studied the palace. “It seems like a difficult challenge.”

      “Difficult? You make it sound as if this is nothing more than a typical job. I’m not so sure that this is any kind of job you can strategize through. Not even you, Jonathan Aguelon.”

      “Every problem has a solution.”

      “You said that before, but that doesn’t make it true.”

      “It does make it true,” Jonathan said. “We just need to come up with what our team might look like.”

      Matthew huffed out a breath. “Let’s say we build the right team. Not that I’m convinced we can do this, but let’s just pretend we can. We assemble everyone, bring them together, share what we intend and what it might pay. Might, I say, because it depends on us being successful. Anything less than a hundred percent success means we will walk away with nothing. Even if we convince others to take on the job, we have to have the best of the best. Given what happened with Durant—”

      Jonathan jerked his head around and looked over to him. “What happened to Durant?”

      “When you got snared, Vileforn set to looking for anyone who worked with you regularly. Grayson had disappeared—maybe caught,” he added, glancing over to him, “as had Burton, but there were a few who hadn’t been. Durant got swept up in a search. None understood it at the time, but it must have been Vileforn. Others… well they just sort of left.”

      “Not you.”

      “I know how to hide myself,” Matthew said.

      “What happened to Durant?”

      “They held him for a little while. He got sick while under their so-called care. Eventually they released him rather than healing him.”

      “How sick?”

      Matthew held his gaze. “He died two years ago. I never even got a chance to get close enough to him to find out what happened while he was in their prison. All I know is that when he came out, he was weak. Beaten. He wasn’t able to do much.”

      Jonathan sighed. Durant had been an engineer, a useful member of the crew and a part of the team that he thought that he could count on. Other than Grayson, Durant came second for experience.

      “I’m sorry I had to be the one to tell you,” Matthew said softly.

      “I’m glad it was you.”

      “I don’t know that I am. Anyway, let’s get back to this so I can hopefully talk you out of your stupidity.”

      “Fine,” Jonathan said.

      “Let’s assume you get past all the barriers we talked about. Past the guards. Through the palace. You find the access point to the vault. You even reach the vault and somehow penetrate the defenses there. Once you do all of that, you still have to find your buyer. In the five years you’ve been imprisoned, have you heard anything from him? Or her. I suppose I can’t rule out the idea that it’s a woman.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “That wasn’t how the job worked.”

      “They kept you in the dark?”

      “Out of necessity. At least for this one. It was too risky for all involved. We had to try to keep ourselves isolated. It was the only way we were going to be able to ensure the safety of those who participated in the job.”

      “If we do this, we have to have a buyer,” Matthew said. “There’s no way for you to take on a job like this, take on a risk like this, without having a buyer.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Let me worry about that.”

      “Then there’s the last thing. The one thing you haven’t really talked about more.”

      “My benefactor.”

      “Exactly,” Matthew said, crossing his arms. “Someone wants you involved in all of this. That, more than anything else, tells me that you shouldn’t get caught up in any of it. If somebody out there is trying to draw you in, force you to act, don’t you think you need to at least consider the reason behind it?”

      “I have considered it. Since my release, I’ve been trying to come up with what they want from me.” And having no success, he didn’t have to add.

      “That’s not all you’ve been doing. You’ve been eating and drinking ale, visiting with me, gaming, buying new clothes, and—”

      “Okay. You made your point,” Jonathan said.

      “Have I? I’m sure I could go on.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “That’s unnecessary.”

      “If you say so. I’m having fun.”

      “I’m glad I can be the reason you have fun.”

      Matthew sighed. “What it all boils down to is that I just got my friend back. I don’t want to lose him again. Go find your sister. Talk to Jayna. That’s what you need to be doing. Not this. At least, not yet. Once you get your feet back under you, you can take whatever job you want, and I will support you.”

      “You aren’t going to lose me,” Jonathan said. “We do this job the right way and we come out of it much richer than we ever dreamed we could be. If we do this job right, then we can stop worrying about the next job, or about trying to scam people in the market. We can even stop worrying about the king. Hell, if we do this job right, we can abandon the kingdom and not have to be concerned about anything.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      “Not easy. Doable.”

      “I wish I had your confidence.”

      “Let me have the confidence for both of us,” Jonathan said.

      “Then what do you need from me?”

      “I need you to help me assemble the team. A sneak. Maybe a lockpick. And possibly an enchanter.” That last would be difficult, but might not be necessary.

      Matthew took in a deep breath, and he let out a soft whistle. “Fine. I’ll help you put together the team. But this time, you’re not going to abandon me.”

      Jonathan focused on the sword Matthew wore, knowing the ability he had with it—an ability Jonathan suspected meant something his friend wasn’t ready to admit. For a job like they planned to pull, it was one they might need.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
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      This section of the city was wealthier than what Jonathan was accustomed to. It had a moneyed feel, the kind of place he had only come to in the darkness of night, not one he had ever spent much time navigating in the daytime. The riches were evident in brightly painted shutters around the windows and the iron bars that protected them. They were in the gardens that gave off the cloying fragrance of flowers. Many of the homes were surrounded by manicured shrubs, which acted as natural barriers that kept out anyone who might be trying to peer inside. Some of the residences had been painted with bright colors, but most were in a crisp, gleaming white, as if to mirror Vileforn’s palace. White hadn’t been the color of choice when Jonathan had gone to prison, but it seemed to be the trend now.

      Other signs of wealth were apparent in the way the street itself was maintained. It was a simple thing, but the cobblestones were evenly set. There was no refuse in the street, no foul stench here, not like there was in some of the poorer sections. In many places, the fragrance of flowers overpowered anything else he might smell otherwise.

      At least this time he was dressed well enough to feel as if he could be a part of this lifestyle, though he still felt like an intruder. An impostor.

      “I don’t think we need to come here to find our sneak,” Jonathan said.

      “I wasn’t able to think of many names,” Matthew replied. “One of them is here. I figured that we need to at least evaluate them, don’t you?”

      Jonathan agreed with it, but it didn’t make all this any easier. “I would rather find somebody else.”

      “We aren’t going to get someone with Grayson’s skill. What we can do is find someone who might be able to do most of what he was able to do.” Matthew glanced over at him, and there was a knowing look in his eye.

      Both of them knew there weren’t many people who could do everything Grayson could. It had been more than just his ability as a sneak. It had also been his practicality, his unflappability, his confidence with every job—even those that took a turn for the worse. All of those traits had made him incredibly valuable as a colleague.

      They were what had made him incredibly valuable as a friend.

      He had served as a mentor to Jonathan. Eventually Jonathan had moved up far enough in the ranks that he was the one to make the job offers, and he had always included Grayson. Most of the jobs he took involved a sneak.

      “Show me who you have,” Jonathan said.

      “His name is Luis Rodrig. He’s pulled some jobs, but he doesn’t have the most reliable reputation. And lately he’s been working more in places like this, trying to be a bit more respectable. Which he’s managed to do, especially here.”

      “I didn’t think anybody would hire a sneak.”

      “Most people wouldn’t, at least not openly, but there’s some value in them. Let me show you why.”

      Matthew guided him forward, and they reached an intersection. The home behind a series of shrubs towered over the ones nearby. It was incredibly large, at least for this portion of the city. Not when compared to Vileforn’s palace, but still an enormous structure.

      Matthew motioned to the home. “What do you see?”

      “Besides the massive house?”

      “Right. Besides that. What do you see?”

      Jonathan tried to ascertain just what Matthew wanted him to spot. He couldn’t make out anything about the house that seemed out of the ordinary, other than the enormous scale. It was as if the people who lived there wanted to ensure that their neighbors knew just how much wealth they possessed.

      He turned his head to the side, and he spotted a faint blur. A familiar one.

      A facade. The entire building was one.

      He turned his head back, studying the building again. Each time he moved his head from one side to the other, the blur returned. All of it was a facade.

      What were they hiding?

      “You see it, don’t you?” Matthew asked.

      “That’s what you wanted me to notice?”

      “I wanted to know whether you could see it. I am curious what’s hiding behind it, but I’m not sure that it matters. And I’m curious how you could see it.”

      “It’s a trick Grayson taught me about facades. Besides, I’m not sure how I couldn’t see it.”

      “It’s a delicate bit of magic.”

      “Delicate, but not all that skillful,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew frowned at him. “What makes you say that?”

      “The fact that I was able to pick up on it.”

      “Think about how long this sneak has to hold this. That has to tell you something about his strength.”

      “Sure, but strength isn’t all we are after. We need somebody with skill as well. We need somebody talented. We need somebody creative.”

      “Creativity may be a bit more difficult for us to come by,” Matthew said.

      “I understand, which is why I’m concerned about using just any sneak.”

      “We can look at a few others.”

      Finding a sneak should be easy. He shouldn’t even have to look. There were plenty of people thinking they could use that minor magic and work the underground. He’d always worked with Grayson and had never had to worry about filling that role on his team. From time to time he’d had to find others, but Jonathan had established a regular crew he’d worked with in the city and had never needed to dig to find anyone.

      “Are they all going to be like this?”

      Matthew shrugged. “More than I would like. I haven’t had to find a sneak in a while. I’ve kept my connections, of course, but most of the skilled ones are already employed. You don’t have the same pull you once did, Jonathan. The Dragon got caught and disappeared. Maybe if you wanted to take time to build your reputation again, it might be easier, but I don’t have the sense that’s what you’re after.”

      “I’m not.”

      And perhaps this was what Jonathan had to deal with. He had to acknowledge that things weren’t going to be quite as easy as he had hoped, and he might have to simply deal with the fact that some would be less creative than those he was accustomed to working with. If they had enough strength and could take direction from him, then they might still be useful.

      They wouldn’t be Grayson, though. He had to push those thoughts out of his head. No one was going to be Grayson, who had been unique and irreplaceable.

      “Where now?” Jonathan asked.

      “This was just the first one. I figured it was easier to see what he was capable of since he displays it so openly. The next few we’re going to have to test.”

      He guided Jonathan to another section of the city, and he paused in a small square. A few shopping stalls were situated around the edges, carts that the merchants had set up to sell their wares. The scarcity of shoppers present left Jonathan thinking this wasn’t necessarily the best place for the merchants. It was clean, though, and he had a feeling that the square could accommodate quite a few more people, which made it valuable for drawing a crowd. A man selling roasted nuts stood in front of a wall painted with a mural, which depicted waves crashing along a shore and a ship out at sea. It reminded him too much of the prison island.

      Jonathan looked at Matthew. “What are we doing here?”

      “Waiting.”

      “Waiting on what?”

      “For the noon bells.”

      “That’s when you told them to meet us,” Jonathan said, starting to understand. “You didn’t think I’d approve of the first one.”

      “I figured you wouldn’t approve of the very first one I brought you to, though I did hope it might be easier.”

      “Where’s your sneak?”

      Matthew looked around as a young man strode toward them. He was dressed in a bright yellow jacket and green pants rolled up to his knees, which revealed long stockings and a hint of a heel to his boots.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Jonathan muttered.

      “He comes highly recommended.”

      “I’m sure he does.”

      “You’re letting his appearance get to you?”

      “We need a sneak, Matthew. We don’t need somebody who is going to draw attention to us. The entire purpose of a sneak is to help us conceal our presence, not announce it.”

      Matthew shrugged. “Why don’t we see what he can do before you dismiss him altogether.”

      Jonathan let out a small groan. This was becoming more difficult than he had anticipated. Of course, it shouldn’t be an easy task. They were after a considerable prize and had to find the right people. They couldn’t hire just anyone.

      The young man approached. “Are you Matthew?”

      “That’s me.”

      The sneak glanced over to Jonathan. “That makes you the Dragon. Excellent.”

      Jonathan turned to Matthew, and they shared a look. There’d been a time when Jonathan would have been intimidating, but this sneak looked eager. More evidence that Jonathan’s status within the city had changed—not that he really needed his old reputation. Not anymore.

      “I hear you’re looking for someone with my skills.”

      “We are,” Matthew said, giving Jonathan a silencing stare. “But in order for us to know whether you’re the right person for the job, there are a few things we’d like to see from you first.”

      “Of course. What can I start with?” The young man turned in place, and the colors on his jacket faded and became more muted. “Something like this?” He turned again, and the lower half of his body blended in with the ground, masking him. Not the upper half, though. He looked like a floating torso. “How about something like this?”

      “Do you think you can conceal all three of us?” Jonathan asked.

      “Three? Well, that gets a little tricky. I’ve worked on concealing myself and one other, but I don’t have as much practice concealing more than that. I think I’m strong enough, but it’ll take some time to be sure.”

      Time was one thing Jonathan didn’t want to waste. He couldn’t linger on this job any more than necessary, which meant that perhaps this young man wasn’t the right person for it.

      “What else can you do?” Jonathan asked.

      “I have quite a bit of skill in layering.”

      Matthew frowned. “Layering?”

      “Right. It’s a matter of twisting the connection and shifting things so that I layer my facade on it. Like this.” He stopped moving.

      When he did, Jonathan realized he’d been dancing in place the entire time he’d been with them. Gradually, something changed. First the ground began to take on aspects that facade, little more than grasses spreading, then flowers bloomed. A building formed around him, though only a part of it. Jonathan suspected the intention was for the sneak to create the illusion of someone inside the building, though the fact that the image was incomplete made it difficult for him to judge it fairly.

      “That’s just an example of layering. So. When do you need me?”

      Matthew looked over to Jonathan with eyebrows raised.

      Jonathan couldn’t take his eyes off the top half of this young sneak. He couldn’t see anything of the lower half. He shook his head slightly, just enough that Matthew would notice it.

      Matthew flashed a wide smile. “We will get back to you about when we need your services. Your skills are quite impressive.”

      The boy grinned, and then he left the plaza.

      Jonathan turned to Matthew. “Are you kidding me with that one?”

      “You wanted creativity. It seems to me he has plenty of that.”

      “By that, you mean the layering he was so proud of.”

      “Right. The layering.”

      “Seeing as how he could only layer the bottom half of himself, I’m not so sure how useful that would be. Maybe if we want to be floating heads…”

      Matthew chuckled. “It’s a good thing I have a few more names.”

      “A few?”

      “Fine. One more name.”

      “Good,” Jonathan said, rolling his eyes. “I’m getting annoyed with this process.”

      “You already know how I feel about this whole thing. If you’re getting annoyed, then all we have to do is choose not to break in.”

      “I’m not passing on this job.”

      Would his benefactor even let him?

      There had been no further sign of them—nor of the strange wooden circle that had been left for him—but he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone had been following him through the city. Watching.

      Jonathan would have to find a way to learn his benefactor’s identity before pulling the job, but it wasn’t such an urgency for him.

      Matthew watched him, finally nodding slowly. “Then we’re interviewing another sneak.”

      He guided Jonathan out of the plaza, through the streets, and stopped in front of a nondescript building. It was almost perfectly square, and the faded gray stone appeared as if it had been worn down over time. There were plenty of buildings in the city that looked something like that, most of them El’aras in origin. This one seemed more solid than most.

      They stepped inside. As soon as they did, everything opened up into a space that was too large for what the exterior suggested.

      Jonathan walked back out to the street, and he turned his head from side to side, studying the building and trying to make out just what was there. He guessed there had to be some evidence of the facade placed on the building, but he didn’t see anything. He didn’t think it could be the actual building, not with the way it looked on the inside.

      Unless the inside was the facade.

      Jonathan stepped back through the doorway and looked around.

      Matthew watched him. “Well?” he whispered.

      “Whoever has done this has some talent,” Jonathan said.

      “He does. I thought you might be impressed by it.”

      “Where are we?”

      “This is the home of the king’s auditor.”

      Jonathan snorted. “I’m not so sure we want to involve somebody who’s part of the administration.”

      “I’m just laying out your options,” Matthew said with a shrug. “Not that I disagree with you. At least not in this case.”

      The facade around them was incredibly skilled. If the auditor were interested in the job, he would be useful. And then Jonathan could begin looking for the next part of the team.

      “Where is he?”

      Matthew turned in place. “If we don’t see him, it means he has declined the meeting. Then again, he hasn’t taken many jobs. Or any. He’s still on the list, though.”

      Jonathan swept his gaze around him, looking for signs of the facade—something Grayson had taught him over the years. The tell could often be a subtle thing, and he didn’t know if he was going to be able to see anything. He knew the facade was here and that whoever held on to it had to be talented, but unlike when he usually looked around him, he wasn’t able to make out anything that suggested there even was a facade here. Which meant he wasn’t able to find any way to identify where the sneak hid.

      “I don’t think he wants to visit with us,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew sighed. “Perhaps not.”

      They walked back out into the street. “Was that the last one on your list?”

      “The last one who would have the strength and skill. There’s one more, at least for now, but I don’t know how much to trust the person who recommended her.”

      “Her?”

      “She’s young, Jonathan. Young enough that I’m not so sure you would even be willing to take her on.”

      Matthew knew him well. At least enough to know that a young woman would trouble him. Not because she was a woman—he’d worked with plenty of skilled women. But because it would bring up memories of his sister. It would be like hiring Jayna, something Jonathan had once tried, before seeing that she could have a better life.

      “Why don’t we at least go see her?” Jonathan said. “I’m sure she can’t be any worse than these others.”

      “She’s young,” Matthew said again.

      Jonathan’s skin tingled. It was a trick he used often, a way of picking up on the potential of magic around him. Perhaps it was magic of his own. Jonathan had never really understood it, only that he had always been able to detect that sense around those who could use power. It didn’t need to be a sorcerer. Sneaks would trigger that feeling, along with others who had minor magic, like the enchanters who created some of the more useful items he used on jobs.

      And he felt it now. The hairs on his arms stood on end.

      Matthew guided him directly toward that sense of power, and when they reached it, he paused. They were in a narrow alley, and Jonathan could feel something here even though he wasn’t able to see anything.

      Did that mean this was another facade?

      There were times when he simply couldn’t tell. Other times, it was obvious, such as when he had dealt with the first person who had attempted to place a facade for them.

      “What are we doing here?” he asked.

      “We’re going to see if we can’t find the sneak who I heard was operating over here.”

      “Operating. You mean as part of a crew.”

      “Unattached. At least for now,” Matthew said.

      “If she’s unattached, then she probably isn’t anyone we want to use.”

      “I thought you wanted to give her a chance.”

      At this point, Jonathan was starting to feel like he didn’t have much say in the matter. He might not get his first choice of sneaks. Or his second or third. He might have to take someone like this, someone who had not yet proven themselves. There was some value in it, as he might find somebody with untapped potential, the same way Grayson had once found him.

      They turned a corner and he noticed movement. A dark shape slipped along the opposite side of the street.

      Matthew started forward, but Jonathan raised his hand, pulling him back. The figure was small and slender, and everything around them blurred and bent as if they stood in front of something that caught the reflection, curling it around them.

      The sneak. Jonathan would have bet his life on it.

      He leaned over to Matthew. “This is your sneak?”

      “Most of the ones in the city are attached to crews, or they have other responsibilities. That limits the pool we can draw from.”

      “We shouldn’t have to limit our options.”

      “Well, unless you want to advertise what you’re after, then we do.”

      Jonathan had no interest in giving anyone else an idea about what he was planning. It was safer that way. He watched the slender figure navigate across the street. Every so often, there was a surge of color around her, as if the attempt to hold the facade failed.

      In some ways, it was even less skillful than the first one they had seen. But there were also patterns that crisscrossed over the sneak—the kinds of patterns that would require an incredibly delicate touch.

      Jonathan trailed after her, although he had no idea where she was going. He and Matthew reached a side street, and he paused to look all around him.

      There was no sign of her. She’d disappeared.

      He twisted his head from side to side. Whenever he was around a sneak, turning like that usually allowed him to capture the blur that slipped by when the person’s magic shifted. In this case, when he did it, he wasn’t able to make anything else out. Still, even though he might not be able to see her, he suspected she was there. Somewhere.

      “Do you see anything?” he asked.

      Matthew took a step forward, and Jonathan grabbed his arm and pulled him back.

      He saw it then. A ripple. It took on Matthew’s contours, to the point where it had begun to absorb even his clothing, his face and arms, and everything about him. For the facade to do that, the sneak would have to be close.

      Either that, or strong.

      “Did she know you were coming to observe her today?” Jonathan asked.

      “I didn’t tell her. Others might have, but I didn’t,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan stayed in place, watching.

      After a while, the figure moved. It was difficult for him to identify, but he could make out just the barest form slipping along the street. The transparency held, though it changed as it did.

      He smiled. “Do you see that?”

      “Is she—”

      “Yes. She’s holding the facade and moving.”

      Doing so was incredibly difficult. It required technical skill, and it required power.

      What he had seen from her so far hadn’t suggested that she was all that powerful.

      Until now.

      “Let’s go after her,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew shrugged then started moving. He was fast—much faster than Jonathan. That wasn’t surprising, as Jonathan had long suspected that Matthew had a hidden talent that he didn’t tell anyone—even Jonathan.

      He managed to catch the girl as she turned a corner and tried to disappear.

      “Just want to talk,” he said.

      Jonathan finally caught up to them. “We’re looking for help on a job,” he said. “Heard you might have some talent. That’s all we’re looking for.”

      The girl—and she was a girl as she couldn’t be more than fifteen or sixteen years old—looked at him, jaw jutted out, and stared. “I do have talent, but no one wants to take someone my age seriously. Or a girl.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Elizabeth Wiggins.”

      Matthew nodded. That was who they were looking for.

      “What kind of things can you do?” Jonathan asked, though he wasn’t sure that he even needed to. He’d seen evidence of her ability already.

      She stepped back, then the entire street disappeared, leaving little more than a blank wall. Even that faded, then started shifting, contours filling in, and finally everything reappeared—only slightly different. The control surprised him from someone her age. She was strong. She might be inexperienced, but that was something he might be able to help with, if she were interested in learning.

      He glanced over to Matthew. “Now I think we have our sneak.”
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      Jonathan leaned back against a building, the shadows of night swirling around him. He had changed into black clothes and now hid within the darkness. He stared at a door with a simple lock. At least, that was what he had been told. Still, he wasn’t able to open it.

      Matthew stood across from him. “What are we doing here?”

      “A test,” Jonathan said.

      “What sort of test?”

      “The sort that ends with us deciding whether or not we need to bring in a lockpick.”

      “I thought you’d already decided we did.”

      “I had decided it was likely, but I’m not so sure either of us wants that. It means we expand the number of people.” He glanced back toward Elizabeth, who was crouched further along the wall, saying nothing. She held the facade that shrouded them, obscuring them from sight.

      Jonathan hadn’t been surprised that she’d leapt at the opportunity to join a crew. What he hadn’t expected was just how skillful her work already was. He offered a bit of guidance, enough to make suggestions about how she held on to her facade—which he never had to do with Grayson—but he hadn’t expected her to be able to take that advice and act on it almost immediately.

      She was gifted. And she reminded him of his sister, down to the same slight build and mousy brown hair. Even the confidence bordering on cockiness was like Jayna. Perhaps that was why it troubled him so much that they were using her. Jonathan had never used Jayna in any of his jobs. Mostly.

      He had tried early on, before her potential had become evident, but once he had seen that, he’d stopped trying to use her. He’d known that she could have a much better life for herself by going to the Academy, training with the Society, and joining them. If Jonathan was honest with himself, there was a part of him that still hoped he could use that connection, though he had never put words to it.

      “I can’t open it,” Matthew said.

      “Neither can I.”

      “That’s why you brought us here?”

      “I brought us here to see if either of us could open it,” Jonathan said. “And failing that, to see if Elizabeth might be able to do so.”

      “Why do you think she might be able to open the lock?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. With her power, it’s possible she might be able to use magic for it.”

      Jonathan whistled, and Elizabeth looked over to them with a frown.

      “Am I doing it wrong?” she whispered.

      He shook his head. “Not wrong at all. I just wanted to see if there was something else you might be able to do.”

      She nodded, hurrying over to them. Even as she moved, the facade moved with her, concealing her beneath it. When he had seen her do something like that out on the street, he had wondered whether she would be able to do so consistently, or if she would fail to replicate it. He need not have worried. Elizabeth was a natural.

      “Do you have anything in your repertoire that might allow you to open a lock?” he asked.

      “Other than a key?”

      “Other than a key. There are times when we might need to open doors without having the actual key. I wasn’t sure if your skill with creating a facade might permit you that ability.”

      “It doesn’t form anything concrete,” she said.

      He knew that it didn’t, at least from the lessons he’d learned from Grayson on facades. It’s only a subtle sort of magic, Grayson had said. Not sorcery, and not an enchantment. It’s more of an illusion. Strange how his mentor’s words came back to him.

      He turned to Matthew. “For this to work, we are probably going to have to find a lockpick.”

      “I have a few names.”

      Jonathan laughed softly. “Like the list of names you had before?”

      “I seem to recall that list of names providing us the answers we needed,” Matthew said, shrugging.

      “At the end.”

      Jonathan started along the street, with the other two trailing after him. Elizabeth kept herself shielded with her facade. A ripple was visible along the border of the illusion, but the longer she held it, the more it smoothed out.

      “I don’t suppose you have a lock to test the candidates with?” Matthew asked.

      Jonathan pulled one out of his pocket.

      After half an hour, Matthew stopped at a door. He tapped on it and waited for a few moments before twisting the knob and entering the building. Jonathan followed him inside. They stepped into a strange shop with walls covered in locks. They were of all different shapes and sizes and metals.

      “I take it that you’ve been here before?” Jonathan asked.

      “I’ve been to all these places. I’ve scouted.”

      “Even before knowing what I might want?”

      “I told you I’ve been pulling some jobs without you. I need my own connections. But there is some benefit for you as well.”

      Jonathan glanced around at the walls of locks. “This is a little more… conventional… than I expected.”

      Lockpicks for his jobs tended to be of a certain type.

      “We wanted a lockpick,” Matthew replied.

      “What if he doesn’t want to take a job like this?”

      “This is just a test. We’re feeling them out. Nothing more than that. If they don’t want to do it, then they don’t have to do it.”

      Jonathan looked around for the proprietor. He turned slowly in place and realized that Elizabeth had blended herself into the back wall, the other locks showing through her. He doubted that any of the other sneaks they had tested would’ve been able to do that. She seemed to hide instinctively. If it came down to it, Jonathan had to hope that she would be able to hide not only herself but others with her.

      “May I help you?” The voice that came from the back reminded Jonathan of the woman who’d questioned him before freeing him from prison. He looked over and saw a short, stooped woman.

      “We wanted to know whether you could help us with a lock,” he said. He swept his gaze around the shop, lingering briefly on where he knew Elizabeth to be, even though he couldn’t see her. “We have a difficult lock, and it’s one we can’t quite get open.”

      The woman’s feet tapped along the hardwood floor as she moved toward him. “Let’s see it.” Jonathan held the lock out, and she took it from him, frowning. “You have it in this form, and not attached to anything?”

      “We cut it off,” he said. “We intend to replace it but wondered if perhaps we didn’t need to.”

      The woman hobbled around behind her desk, and she picked out several keys from a massive collection stored there. She worked one by one, shoving keys into the lock and twisting, before withdrawing each and trying another.

      This went on long enough that Jonathan began to lose patience with the process, and he worried that perhaps this had been a mistake. After what seemed like an eternity, she tried a key, and the lock came open.

      “There. This one will do. Now, if you would like me to replicate the key, it will only be a day or so.”

      “Is this how you handle all locks like this?” Jonathan asked.

      “Locks like this, certainly. They are relatively straightforward.”

      “What about locks where you don’t have a key that matches?”

      “There aren’t too many that don’t.”

      “Are there any?” he asked.

      The woman looked up at him, holding his gaze for a moment. There was something knowing in her eyes, as if she recognized what he was getting at and didn’t care for it. “You must have a key in order to trip the lock. There are some thieves”—she emphasized the word with harsh irritation—“who think they may be able to bypass the lock, but they are fools. Locks are meant to be caressed, not forced. Locks can be opened by another key, but only if it has the right contours.”

      “So you don’t force the lock the same way someone else does… but you’re still forcing the lock.”

      She frowned at him. “What I’m trying to explain is that there are certain ways to open each lock. One is with the native key. That is made at the time of the lock’s construction by the locksmith himself—or herself.” She smiled widely. “It’s a delicate process, which involves keying a lock in a specific way. Not all locksmiths are able to key their locks as skillfully as another. You might find some who trigger here, or here, but rarely will you find them here, here, and here.” Each time she said the word, she pointed to a different part on the end of the key.

      Jonathan resisted the urge to pull out a key from his pocket, knowing that it would do him no good.

      “Other times you can find a way to use an existing key,” she continued, “sliding it into a lock that looks comparable. There are many locks that share similarities. Once you begin to understand them, you can look for them.”

      Jonathan frowned. He hadn’t seen her really looking for any sort of similarities. As far as he had been able to tell, she had merely plucked key after key from some mysterious bucket until she found one that worked.

      “How do you decide which ones are similar?” he asked.

      “It is a matter of experience and familiarity. With the right supplies, you need only try for a short while.” She looked up at him. “Though I suspect you feel as if that was longer than a short while.”

      Jonathan nodded. “It did seem like it took quite a bit of time.”

      “Do you know how many combinations there are with this sort of key?” She held it up and ran her fingers along its teeth. “For each ridge added, you increase the number of combinations possible. In order to unlock a lock, you need to find the precise combination, or a near enough approximation of it. That is why you need someone like me. You need someone with the experience of working with locks, who understands and knows how to caress them.”

      Jonathan looked over to Matthew. While the woman certainly understood locks and seemed to be technically competent, the way she did it wouldn’t lend them speed when it came down to completing the job.

      “Thank you for helping with this lock.” He handed her a few coppers, probably less than she would charge, but she hadn’t needed to go anywhere, and it hadn’t taken her all that long to do the job. It was better to pay her than to leave without doing so. She might remember a strange request, but she would definitely remember someone who walked away without paying for her services and time.

      “Is that it?” the woman asked.

      “That was all I needed.”

      “If you need anything else, you can always return for my assistance.”

      Jonathan nodded, and he motioned for Matthew to follow him out of the shop. When he stepped out into the street, he held the door open for a moment longer than he would otherwise. A faint stir of movement came from near him, and the tiny amount of blur made it difficult for him to track whether anyone was even there. Still, he believed Elizabeth had snuck out of the shop.

      Jonathan leaned against the front of the building. “I’m not sure she’s going to be the right one.”

      “Why not?” Elizabeth asked, shimmering for a moment before appearing next to him.

      “She’s skilled, there’s no doubt about that, but she doesn’t have the right…” Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure how to describe what felt off about her, but he had enough experience with pulling together teams that he trusted his instinct.

      “We can go try this other one I know,” Matthew said. “He is a little… different.”

      “Like her?” Jonathan asked, nodding toward the shop.

      “Just different.”

      Jonathan followed him, and again they meandered through the streets. This time, they reached a run-down section of the city. This area was more familiar to Jonathan from his time in Ishan before his imprisonment. He had pulled jobs in a few places along this street. Several of them were buildings he’d slipped into, where he’d taken sculptures or paintings or other valuable items. There were even a few taverns around here that he had visited in the past.

      After walking for a bit, Matthew stopped at a small building. There was no sign over the door, no markings to indicate where they were. Only a number. Jonathan wasn’t even sure what street they were on and had no way of knowing what this number correlated with.

      Matthew flicked his gaze past Jonathan. “Remember: you will find him a little different than the other one.”

      He pushed the door open, and Jonathan followed him in. There weren’t walls decorated with locks. There wasn’t anything here other than a man hunched over a desk, swearing softly to himself over and over again.

      “Just a minute,” he called.

      Jonathan glanced over to Matthew. “This is who you want us to have a look at?” he muttered.

      Matthew nodded.

      The man behind the counter continued tinkering for a few more moments before finally looking up at them. When he did, his face twisted in a hard frown. “What do you want?”

      Jonathan arched an eyebrow at that kind of reaction. Out of his pocket he pulled out the same lock he’d tested the woman with, which he’d relocked, and set it on the counter. “Do you think you can help us with this?”

      The man turned his attention to the lock. “Where did you get it?”

      “My home.”

      “Really?” He grinned slightly. “You happen to have a lock made by Devlin Change?”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      The man grunted. “He doesn’t know who that is. Gods’ balls, what have I gotten myself into?” He said the last bit to himself, and Jonathan couldn’t help smiling. He flipped the lock around in his hand, turning it from side to side as he examined it.

      “Do you think you can open it?” Jonathan asked.

      “A lock by Devlin Change is not the easiest to open, but I should be able to.”

      He started working, and unlike the woman, he used a lockpick set. He flicked through the tools, pressing each into the lock and twisting. As he worked, he muttered something under his breath that Jonathan wasn’t able to hear.

      He looked over to Matthew. His friend only arched a brow and shrugged.

      After a few moments, the man held up the lock, but it was still closed. “I can do it, but it’s going to take a lot more time. You can leave it here if you need.”

      “That’s all right. We were just wanting to see how long it took you to open.”

      He slammed his fists down on the table. “A test? That’s what this was about?”

      “Somewhat,” Matthew said. “Don’t worry. You were the first one to identify the lockmaker.”

      He flashed an irritated smile. “Like I said, I can open it but it’s going to take a little more time.”

      Jonathan turned and started out of the shop.

      “If you want speed, Leland is your best bet,” the man called after him.

      Jonathan paused in the doorway and glanced over to Matthew, who said nothing.

      When they stepped outside, Jonathan regarded Matthew. “Leland?”

      “That has to be Leland Frackle. He works for the city. He has a bit of a reputation, but…”

      “But what?”

      “I didn’t have him on my list,” Matthew said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I didn’t expect that he’d be someone I could use for this.”

      Jonathan nodded to Elizabeth, who followed them and resumed holding on to her facade, keeping herself concealed within it. He turned to Matthew. “If you know how to find this Leland, then we should go.”

      Matthew frowned. “I don’t know that he’s going to be much help.”

      “Even if he’s the one?”

      “Listen, Jonathan, he works for the city. Which means he works for the king. Stable work like that, especially for a locksmith…”

      “I get it. I understand. I’m just saying that if there is anyone who can help us, then we need to go to them. Isn’t that what you thought with Elizabeth?” Jonathan nodded to her. “No offense. You’re just a little younger than our typical sneak.”

      She shot him a hard look. He turned away from it, suppressing a grin. Despite himself, he found that her irritation amused him and reminded him of how he’d been when he was younger. No, that wasn’t quite right. It reminded him more of his sister when she was younger. She had much the same temper as Elizabeth. Then again, she would never have taken part in a job like this. She didn’t care for these kinds of jobs, or for his role in any of them.

      “Fine. I’ll take you to Leland,” Matthew said.

      They marched through the city, taking a circuitous route until they neared some of the older government buildings made of solid stone. Many of them carried the markings of the El’aras, people who had been expelled from the city—and these lands—long ago. The governmental buildings were the only ones that really carried any of that styling. Most of the others in the city were newer, built since the Reclamation.

      Matthew paused in front of one of the larger structures, which housed the city administration—at least as much of it as could fit inside. It was only two stories high, with small, slotted windows, but it had an imposing feel to it. An arched doorway with El’aras writing scrawled along the surface served as the main entrance.

      Once inside, Matthew paused at an alcove to ask where to reach Leland, and they headed toward the back of the building. They walked down a side hall that was situated off another side hall. The tiny office was hidden, but as soon as they knocked and opened the door to Leland’s invitation, Jonathan had a feeling they were in the right place. It reminded him somewhat of the woman they had visited, with locks everywhere. They were all different types, all different makes, and all different ages.

      The man who sat on a stool in front of a bench was probably the same age as Jonathan. He was of average height and build, with shaggy brown hair. Thick glasses hung to the tip of his nose. He glanced up when they entered.

      “What can I help you with?”

      “Are you Leland Frackle?” Jonathan asked.

      “That’s me. Are you here on city business?”

      Jonathan flashed his widest and most engaging smile. It was the one he had practiced while imprisoned, and the one that had worked on most guards. “We’re here on behalf of the city. We have a lock that was removed from one of the outer buildings, and we understand it’s a Devlin Change manufacture, but we unfortunately don’t have a key. There are several of its kind on the building, and we’re looking for a way to open them.”

      Leland reached out, and Jonathan handed him the lock. He twisted it for a moment, little more than that, and the lock popped open. He fidgeted with something in his hand, though Jonathan couldn’t see what it was. He handed a slender stone rod over to Jonathan. “Here you go. Those old Change locks can be difficult. They stick. The only good thing about them is that they tend to have a master key. This one should get you in.”

      Jonathan and Matthew shared a long look.

      This was their guy. He’d opened the lock as if it were nothing, no challenge to it whatsoever.

      “I’ll be honest, Leland,” Jonathan said, “we aren’t really here with the government. We need a lockpick with a particular set of skills.”

      Leland stiffened and peered over at them. “Why?”

      “We have a difficult lock that must be opened. Sadly, I can’t share with you the contents the lock is safeguarding, but I can tell you it will be worth your time.”

      Leland turned away. “I’m not interested.”

      “I can see you have a stable position here. And I understand you wouldn’t want to jeopardize that. The thing is, we could use a man like you.” Jonathan saw Matthew watching Leland with a question in his eyes, though he didn’t say anything. “What will it take to make it worth your while?”

      Leland grunted. “It’s got to be more than twenty gold coins. Any job like that—”

      “Twenty gold. It’s yours.”

      The man turned toward him slowly. “What was that?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “You said twenty gold would make it worth your while. I will personally guarantee the job will be worth that much. Perhaps even more.”

      Leland flicked his gaze past Jonathan. At first, Jonathan thought he looked over to Matthew, but that wasn’t the case. He looked beyond both of them and out into the hallway. Elizabeth had remained outside the administration building. She hadn’t wanted to come in, which Jonathan figured was probably for the best. Given what he had seen from her and how often she used her facade to shield herself, they would run the risk of government personnel recognizing that a sneak was inside. Sneaks weren’t regulated like the Sorcerers’ Society was, but they weren’t necessarily embraced either.

      “Well?” Jonathan asked. “Will you take a job for twenty gold?”

      Leland turned his attention to them, nodding. “You’ve got yourself a locksmith.”

      Jonathan smiled. “Good. I’ll send word about when we’ll meet.”

      He and Matthew headed out through the administration building, neither of them speaking. Only once they were out on the street did Matthew look back, concern etched in his eyes.

      “What is it?” Jonathan asked. “I can see there’s something troubling you.”

      “It’s something that should be troubling you too.”

      “Why? That he opened the lock that quickly?”

      “Yes. No.” He sighed. “I don’t know. It’s not so much that he unlocked it that quickly, it’s how he unlocked it.”

      “He has some sort of master key.”

      “No, Jonathan. He made some sort of master key.”

      Jonathan looked down at the stone rod in his hand. As he squeezed it, he felt a hint of warmth within. It was a telltale sign, one that he should have recognized sooner. He had been imprisoned for too long, though.

      “Aw, damn.”

      “What is it?” Elizabeth asked, separating from the side of a building and joining them. Jonathan hadn’t even been aware that she was there. She really was talented.

      “The man we just asked to join us has his own magical ability,” Matthew said. “He can enchant keys.”

      “So?”

      “We just need to keep him from getting the Society’s attention. Sorcerers tolerate sneaks. The kind of magic you use is subtle and instinctive. They don’t tolerate anyone else, and certainly not anyone who’s made enchantments without the Sorcerers’ Society’s blessing.”

      “Maybe we just keep it from them,” Elizabeth said.

      “That will be the plan,” Jonathan said, then turned to Matthew. “So, then. We found a locksmith.”

      “We found a locksmith, but are you sure this is the one?”

      Jonathan turned the key in his hand, running his fingers along its surface. “I think he has to be the one.”
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      The inside of the tavern was full of activity as a minstrel sang and swayed, leading a fast-paced tune and stirring up movement. The tables were relatively new and made of solid wood. Jonathan settled his elbows on the arm rests of his comfortable chair, glancing around as the crowd danced. Several men in one corner tried to keep up a game of cards, but dancers kept bumping into several of them, which disrupted their game. Or at least it seemed to. Servers wound through the patrons, carrying ale and food, before returning to the bar that ran along one side of the tavern. Some workers slipped into a hidden door leading back into the kitchen. Every so often, the door would open and send a gust of air into the main area, carrying the smells of smoked meat and baked bread out to him.

      Jonathan tapped his foot along with the music and sipped his ale, though he was lost in his thoughts. They had almost found their entire team. Almost. They had only one person remaining. Unfortunately, the final position they had to fill was going to be the most difficult.

      “The last one is on you,” Matthew said.

      “I know.”

      “You have any idea where to start?”

      “Not really. We need to find an enchanter who either is in debt or just needs money.”

      “For a skilled enchanter, that will be incredibly unlikely.”

      Jonathan nodded. Enchanters who had talent were highly compensated. And had connections to other enchanters in the city. The idea that they would be able to find somebody who needed money was going to be difficult.

      Not impossible, though.

      Most jobs he pulled needed magical enchantments. And finding someone able to make them—quickly—or had contacts for the kind of enchantments they might need was often difficult.

      “We could gather our own enchantments,” Matthew said. “We’ll probably need to do it anyway. With the right enchantments, we should be able to bypass anything in Vileforn’s home. You know, we might need a sorcerer.”

      “I’m not so sure. The last time I made an attempt, the enchantments were effective.”

      “If he has sorcerers under his employ, we’ll need more than just enchantments. We’re going to need somebody who can actively counter them. Which means we need a sorcerer,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan nodded. “Maybe, but I’d like to try and do it without going down that road. At least, as long as possible.”

      “I have a list of sorcerers who’ve worked with the underground before. It might not be fully up to date, but we could start there and figure something out.”

      Jonathan looked over, a smirk forming. “You and I both know that isn’t going to be much of a list, which is why we need to stick with enchanters.”

      “Maybe not.”

      He sighed, knowing what his friend was getting at. “Why don’t you just say it?”

      Matthew forced a frown. “What do you think I want to say?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “You want me to ask her.”

      There was a moment of silence. “It does seem like a reasonable request. She is your sister after all.”

      Jonathan hadn’t seen Jayna since long before he’d gone into prison. She’d gone off to the Academy, heading down her path toward the Society, and she hadn’t approved of him or his friends. She was probably thrilled that he had ended up in prison—where she had always claimed he’d eventually find himself.

      “A sister who doesn’t care for this line of work. One who wouldn’t approve of this, and who works for the very man whose home we intend to break into.”

      “Now that you say it, it does sound like a great idea for you to go to her.”

      “I think you don’t really know the definition of a great idea.”

      Matthew shrugged. “I know Jayna, and I know she wouldn’t want anything to happen to you. I told you that I’ve seen her.” His brow furrowed, and he rubbed a knuckle along one temple. “That’s about all I remember, though. I think I was drinking too much when I ran into her.”

      “You?” Jonathan asked, frowning. That was unlike Matthew. He wouldn’t turn down a mug of ale, but he didn’t seek it out like so many others did.

      “I don’t know why I can’t remember anything other than the vaguest of details. But you can go to her.”

      “I don’t know that I should. She’d probably try to keep me from taking the job.”

      “You don’t have to do it.”

      Jonathan took a sip of his drink. “I don’t have to, but I want to. Take this job and we don’t have to take any others. The cut for all of us is… well, it’s more than I’ve ever considered.”

      “That’s not the only reason you want to do this.” Matthew arched a brow at him as he drank more of his ale, then set the mug back down on the table and let out a long sigh. “You blame him. I know you, Jonathan. It wasn’t his fault you were caught.”

      “It was my fault I was caught. It was his fault that I was imprisoned for as long as I was.”

      “Only because he didn’t like having his vault broken into.”

      “Right. And you know the reason he didn’t care for his vault getting broken into.”

      That was what he suspected, though Jonathan questioned if there was more to it.

      His employer still wanted the crystal. What was it about the object?

      Matthew swept his gaze around the tavern before looking at Jonathan. “If he is keeping that much from the king, it’s going to be more than a little dangerous once you bring it out of the vault.”

      “I realize that.”

      “That’s not quite what I mean.” Matthew leaned forward and lowered his voice. “A man like that won’t go quietly. He’s going to rage against everything you do.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” Jonathan said.

      “He might send his sorcerers after you. After us.”

      “Which is why I wanted to make sure we had a good team.”

      “It’s going to have to be more than just a good team. For us to be able to do this and get out of there successfully without having anything happen to us, we’ll need to be clever. Quick. We’ll have to ensure that we don’t leave any trace behind for him to follow.”

      “He can’t even know we were involved,” Jonathan said, nodding.

      “No. He can’t know that we were involved, and it’s going to have to be more than that. You’re going to have to make it seem as if you couldn’t have been there.”

      Jonathan sat back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest as he considered.

      Matthew was right in this. Given what they knew about Vileforn, they had to be careful with him. Even if they took all the contents of his vault, it wouldn’t leave him destitute. He would have money. Resources. He would still have sorcerers under his employ. It would make them a target.

      Jonathan would have to ensure that Vileforn didn’t know it was him.

      Either that, or…

      He shook his head, pushing those thoughts away. “I’ll come up with something by the time it matters.” Jonathan finished his ale, then got to his feet.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Didn’t you tell me that I needed to go see my sister?”

      He probably needed to anyway. And he should’ve done it when he’d first gotten out, but the job had taken his focus. Always the job. Maybe that was why Jayna had felt he’d eventually end up in prison.

      But if Jayna was in the city and working with Vileforn, then he should find her. Perhaps only to warn her, but he needed to see her. It would help him decide how dangerous the job might be as well.

      Jonathan slipped out of the tavern and paused as he looked around the street. They had chosen this section of the city because of its proximity to the Sorcerers’ Society. Its headquarters were close, but not so close that he had to worry about encountering any sorcerers until he was ready. Still, the domed roof of their building was visible in the distance. The blue slate covering the roof called attention to the Society, as if they wanted everyone in Ishan to be aware of their presence. Jonathan could practically feel it. Well, there was no “practically” about it. He could feel it. This close to the sorcerers, there was a strange energy to the air.

      He made his way carefully down the street, passing shops that sold items of more interest to sorcerers than to commoners. Some of them made no attempt to hide this fact, selling robes and clothing designed to conceal various magical items, whereas others were nothing more than apothecaries. He paused briefly to look in the windows and could make out the items inside that were more than just the standard medicines and herbs and oils. A few shops displayed dried feet that looked far too human, or parts of animals that hung from the ceiling with twine, catching shadows and making them flicker. A large silver bowl rested near one window, which might just be decorative, though Jonathan suspected it was more than just a pretty item. He guessed it was something specifically designed for sorcerers.

      He wandered through the streets without any particular destination. He did need to see Jayna, though he hesitated to do so. In the time since he’d been released from prison, he had made sure to think through how to find his sister. She was out there, and though he hadn’t seen her in years, he suspected he would recognize her immediately.

      He couldn’t help but wonder what it might have been like for her over the last few years. She would’ve finished her time at the Academy, moved on to some greater position within the Society, and taken on ever more important roles. It was what he had wanted for her.

      But from what Matthew had told him, they hadn’t known where Jonathan had ended up. How might that have affected Jayna? He’d always been the one protecting her, even when she hadn’t known about it. With him gone, the Society must have protected her.

      Jonathan paused at an intersection. A pair of sorcerers in maroon robes marched along the street. One of them had a hood up, concealing his head, while the other had her hood down, with long dark hair that flowed down to the middle of her back. The woman was about Jonathan’s age, and she came directly toward his location. She had an angular face, with sharp cheekbones. There was something unique—and beautiful—about her. He pressed back against the nearest buildings to let the sorcerers pass. They didn’t give him a second glance. As they worked through the crowd, they forced their way forward until they moved out of sight.

      Jonathan shook his head at the arrogance. The sorcerers had pushed their way through the street, unmindful of others who were there. It was a wonder they didn’t use magic to force their way through, though he didn’t think they did. It was best to stay away from them.

      This whole experience only reinforced to him that it would be better if they could get by with just using enchantments. Not only would it be easier—finding a sorcerer willing to make enchantments, even for a job like this, would be far simpler than finding one who’d be willing to take on the job—but it would be safer as well. Hiring a sorcerer ran the risk of drawing the Society’s attention.

      Jonathan had made a point of avoiding sorcerers over the years. He didn’t even like being the one to try to find the enchantments they would need. It was better to hire that out to somebody else on the team. Grayson had always been the one to do it before, but now it would have to come down to Jonathan or Matthew, and neither of them was particularly fond of that responsibility.

      He continued down the street and slowed when he reached the Society building. The structure itself was incredible. Majestic white stone gleamed in the sunlight. Not only did the roof have blue slate, but similar shutters covered the windows. Sculptures within the yard caught his attention as well, though he wondered whether there was any purpose to them. Much like the city administration buildings that were from a time of the El’aras, the Society building came from that era as well. Jonathan didn’t know if this one had been made by the El’aras, though he suspected it to be the case. It would be even more reason for the sorcerers to want to occupy it.

      He counted the windows, his thief mind already starting to work through various possibilities of what it would take to enter the Society building, even as his rational mind told him that such an idea was foolish. A dozen windows on the upper level. The same number on the lower level. A massive double door at the center of the building led inside, and a path circled around to the back. There would probably be an entrance there as well.

      The low wall in front of the Society did nothing to prevent anyone from entering, though Jonathan doubted that was its purpose. It seemed merely ornamental, much like the rows of shrubs inside the yard. Of course, given that this was the Sorcerers’ Society, it might be that these were more than just for decoration. For all he knew, there might be magic imbued within both the wall and the shrubs, somehow preventing anyone from getting into the yard easily.

      Three sorcerers passed through the gate leading into the yard and headed toward the building. Jonathan turned so he could see them, watching as entered. They were all dressed in the same maroon robes, though he was surprised to realize that one of them was the woman he had seen on the street only moments before.

      Where had they been going? Why were they already back?

      Questions without answers.

      Jonathan continued on past the building, and he slowed again when he spotted Vileforn’s palace looming in the distance. If he was going to find Jayna, he would have to do so here. He wasn’t going to be able to get into the palace, but he could at least watch it. Jonathan had plenty of experience staking out places. He could be patient.

      He walked a slow, circuitous route around the area outside the palace. There were other homes nearby, though none as massive as Vileforn’s. The few surrounding shops sold expensive wares, such as clothing that Jonathan would never dare try to afford, and there were even smiths who worked with gold and silver. Even the carpenter here seemed skilled enough to probably charge much more than Jonathan could fathom affording, from what he could tell judging by the items displayed in the window.

      That is, until I finish this job.

      Jonathan had always wanted more. It was why he had taken the job in the first place, at least in part. There were other reasons why he’d pushed as hard as he had before he’d been imprisoned. But a job like this, given the wealth he knew was in Vileforn’s vault, would set the entire team up for life. And it was money that Vileforn couldn’t even report missing because he was keeping it from the king.

      As he neared the main street leading toward Vileforn’s palace, a figure moved toward him. A sorcerer.

      Jonathan tried to step into the shadows before they saw him, but they headed directly toward him. Had he been too obvious in his pursuit of how much he might be able to see of Vileforn’s palace? He hadn’t thought so, but he hadn’t taken particular care either.

      That meant…

      “Jayna.”

      She pulled back the hood of her robes. His sister looked much like he remembered, though older. Her long red hair was tied back with a navy-blue ribbon, and the chubbiness to her cheeks had disappeared, giving her a lean, almost stern appearance. She clasped her hands in front of her and stopped near him, and he had an undeniable sense of power coming from her. He didn’t feel her using magic, but he suspected she did.

      “How long have you been out?” she asked.

      That was her way to greet him?

      He’d been gone long enough that he figured she would have been more concerned about him. Matthew certainly had been. Given what Matthew had said, he’d thought Jayna would have been worried about him for the same reasons.

      “It’s only been a week. I’m sorry—”

      “You don’t have to apologize.” There was a hint of the old Jayna he remembered. The one who hated his line of work.

      “I’m still sorry.”

      She chewed on the inside of her lip for a few moments, saying nothing. Finally, she took a deep breath, and she jabbed him in the chest. He drew back, wincing. She was stronger than he remembered.

      “I worried about you, Jonathan. Do you know how long I looked for you before I found out where you were?”

      Jonathan breathed slowly. She knew where he’d ended up? “Probably as long as Matthew.”

      She scowled. Something in her deep-blue eyes held him, making him almost uncomfortable. When she was younger, he had always been the one to look at her like that. She had always been the mature one, though. The one with talent and potential. He had seen it in her early on, and though he had not loved that she’d gone to the Sorcerers’ Society for training, he had understood. She’d needed that opportunity. She couldn’t stay with him indefinitely. His sister was always meant for something more.

      Would she ever know he felt that way? She probably thought he wanted to use her. And if he was being honest—which, when it came to Jayna, he wasn’t often—he might have wanted to at one point.

      “You back on the job?”

      “Not exactly,” he said.

      She snorted. “Not exactly?”

      She looked around her, and Jonathan followed the direction of her gaze. A black-haired woman stood on the side of the road, and smoke seemed to surround her. He squinted and stared, trying to make sense of what he saw, and she disappeared.

      Jayna jabbed him in the chest again. He spun back. “What does Matthew have you doing now?”

      “He doesn’t have me doing anything.”

      She twisted a ring on her finger, though cupped her hand around it so Jonathan couldn’t see it. That was new. His sister wasn’t one for jewelry. “Then you’re the one doing the job. You’re heading straight back into that life. After you managed to get out.”

      “Why do you even care?” Jonathan knew the truth, but he wanted Jayna to tell him.

      “Because I don’t want my brother to disappear on me again. The last time was hard enough. Do you know what I’ve done?”

      There was a note in the question that caught Jonathan off guard.

      “What have you done?” he asked.

      She drew herself up. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

      “And now I hear you’re working for Vileforn. Is that what a Society sorcerer does?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.” She glanced around her again, flicking her gaze to the shadows of an alley nearby, before turning her attention back to him. “Things have changed, Jonathan. I know you think you understand the way the world works, but… Well, things have changed.”

      She wasn’t the first one to tell him that, and it was becoming increasingly apparent that maybe he needed to listen. Not just to his sister, but to Matthew. It was time that he try to understand just what it was they were getting at that had changed.

      “You’re still my sister.”

      “I’m still your sister,” she said. Some of the irritation in her eyes faded. “I don’t want you to end up back there.”

      Jonathan smiled, trying to give her his most charming grin, but she was having none of it and ignored him. There was a time when his smile would’ve worked on her, but that had been long ago. A lifetime ago, it seemed. “Why him?”

      Jayna hesitated before answering. “Best offer I received.”

      She wasn’t sharing something with him, he could tell, but he wasn’t exactly sure what it was. “Come on, Jayna. You’re one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. You are talented. And he’s the one you’re working for?”

      “Like I said, Jonathan, you don’t understand. Many things have changed.”

      He had to try a different tactic with her. He wasn’t getting anywhere this way. “Matthew said he saw you outside of Ishan.”

      She tilted her chin slightly. “He said that?”

      Jonathan nodded. “He’s been sort of vague about what he was doing. I suspect he was pulling a job he doesn’t want me to know about.” As if Matthew had any reason to be concerned about sharing that with him. He didn’t care that Matthew had taken other jobs. Jonathan had been gone. And it wasn’t as if he hadn’t pulled jobs without Matthew. Of course, that was a source of contention between them even now.

      “I wasn’t sure he’d remember,” she said absently.

      “You? He’s known you your entire life, Jayna. I have a hard time thinking he wouldn’t remember you.”

      She shrugged but said nothing.

      “Would you want to get a mug of ale?” he asked.

      It felt natural to ask his sister a question like that, but it was odd talking to her like this as well. This was Jayna, though. He shouldn’t be uncomfortable with her, yet he couldn’t shake the feeling. It was almost as if she attempted to make him uneasy like this.

      “I have a few things to do,” she said. “And you should be careful. You have the look in your eye, Jonathan. I’ve seen it before. You can’t deny that you’re plotting something. Whatever it is, it’s bound to get you hurt. I don’t want that for you.”

      He smiled. “I don’t want that for me, either.”

      “Then give up whatever you’re planning.”

      The way she said it suggested she knew something. Could she?

      She was part of the Society, so it was possible that she might have heard rumors. If that were the case, then maybe she did know that he and his team were up to something. And if so, he had to be more careful with her. She was working for Vileforn. He didn’t want word to get back to her boss that he intended to break into his vault again. And he most definitely didn’t want that to happen because he said something to her.

      “Does he treat you well?” he asked.

      “What kind of question is that? He’s my employer. That’s it.” She deflected smoothly, but Jonathan could tell that she knew he was digging for information.

      Jayna was a different person than he had known before he’d been sent to prison. When he’d been caught, she had been fifteen and a student at the Academy. The last time he’d spent much time around her, she had been even younger. In his mind, she was still a little girl, though that had to change. She wasn’t that person anymore.

      She was a sorcerer.

      And with the job he intended… No. She wasn’t going to help them with this. As much as he might want her involvement, he could see the hard set to her eyes, the burning expression that told him all he needed to know about whether she would be willing to help.

      “It’s good to see you, Jayna.” He took a step toward her and wrapped her in a hug. She stiffened, resisting for a second, then relaxed a little. “I can still worry about you, too.”

      As he stepped back, she looked up at him. “Even though you’re my older brother, I can still worry about you.”

      She regarded him for another moment before turning and heading back down the street. Jonathan watched until she disappeared into the crowd while making her way to Vileforn’s palace.

      Letting out a long sigh, he turned away. He still had to find an enchanter. Either that, or he was going to have to rely on enchantments. Or worse—find a sorcerer.

      As he looked back over his shoulder at Vileforn’s palace, he knew that his sister and the other sorcerers were there, which meant that he had to be careful. Sorcerers could place enchantments around the palace, and around the vault. His team would need strength in order to overcome those enchantments. They would need skill.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t think an enchanter—and their enchantments—would be enough.

      Maybe they really would need a sorcerer.
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      Jonathan lingered in the shadows of an alley, staring out over the small hillside and peering down upon Vileforn’s palace again. The crowd moved past the alley, unmindful of the fact that he was there watching.

      “You didn’t even ask her to take the job?” Matthew asked, standing at his shoulder and looking past him.

      “How was I supposed to ask her to take the job when she made it clear that she doesn’t approve of the kind of work we do?”

      “I was hoping you might get a little more information out of her.”

      “What kind of information?”

      “Oh, maybe about why Vileforn is keeping so much gold in his vault?” Matthew said. “There’s a reason for that.”

      “You’ve seen the palace, right?”

      “It’s more than just that, Jonathan. Something doesn’t feel quite right about this.”

      “It’ll feel a whole lot better when you have all the money you could ever need.”

      Matthew was quiet for a moment. “I just think you might need to ask her a few difficult questions. She’s going to have to help. After what you did—”

      “I know what I’ve done for her,” Jonathan said, looking away from him. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to put her into that predicament either. We have to find another way.”

      “Four sorcerers, though.”

      “Four sorcerers.”

      “You do realize that the job just got exponentially harder.”

      “It was never going to be easy,” Jonathan said.

      “Not easy, but at least there was the likelihood that we might succeed. Now we won’t even be able to use enchantments to get past whatever the sorcerers have placed. Gods, depending on how skilled they are, we might not even be able to do anything to get past what they have placed.”

      “There will be protections, but I’m sure we can come up with a way to get beyond them.”

      “I see. You’re sure of it. The great Jonathan Aguelon. The Dragon.” He shot Jonathan a look. “I guess that makes it all the better now. We don’t have to worry about the fact that there are four sorcerers protecting his palace.”

      “I didn’t say that we don’t have to worry about it. I’m just saying we can find another way.”

      Matthew folded his arms across his chest. “What other way are you thinking?”

      “Well, off the top of my head, I was thinking maybe we might be able to manipulate my sister into taking the job without her realizing what she’s doing.”

      As soon as he said it, he hated himself for it. Jayna wouldn’t forgive him.

      “Are you kidding me?” Matthew said with a sarcastic chuckle. “Manipulate your sister. That’s your plan?”

      “I’ll admit, it’s not a good one.”

      “‘Not a good one’ is an understatement. Gods, Jonathan. I would expect more from you. I assumed you’d thought this through.”

      “I have. It’s all I did while I was imprisoned.”

      “This is all you did.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Maybe not this, exactly. I’ve been thinking about getting back at Vileforn.”

      “I know you’re skilled at what you do. You and I have done countless jobs together, so there’s no question that I trust you implicitly. You’re smart. The problem is, Jayna is even smarter. She’s probably the smartest person I’ve ever met. Why else do you think she was selected to the Academy at such a young age?”

      “I know.”

      “And this is the person you want to try to manipulate?”

      “It’s not that I want to manipulate her,” Jonathan said.

      “Then we need to come up with something else.”

      “If it’s not going to be enchantments, then we have to find a sorcerer.”

      Jonathan stepped out of the alley and turned away from the palace in the distance. He had been studying it for the better part of two days, and though he now understood the patterns of the comings and goings within the palace, he didn’t know much more than that. He had seen his sister and another sorcerer leaving, but no others.

      It was time for him to come up with an alternative.

      “What do we have in the way of contacts who might be able to help us?” Jonathan asked.

      “I don’t know that you’ll be able to find what you’re looking for.”

      They passed a pair of sorcerers, and Jonathan turned and watched them as they walked away. He had to be careful. “Then maybe we just rely on enchantments.”

      Enchantments could be powerful depending on who created them, and they could counter nearly anything a sorcerer could do. Jonathan had seen powerful enchantments before, certainly strong enough to overwhelm even the most skilled magic, but typically enchantments were of a very specific type that countered a very specific spell.

      “No,” Matthew said. Jonathan slowed and glanced over to him. “I’m not doing a job like that. Not where there’s a maybe. You and I both know better than that. We prepare better than that. A maybe isn’t the means to success.”

      “There might not be another means to success, not without a little bit of risk.”

      “What you’re suggesting is more than just a little bit. It’s a lot of risk. Both of us know that’ll put not only you and me in danger but Elizabeth and Leland too. They took this job thinking we had a plan.”

      “They took the job wanting a payout,” Jonathan said.

      “That’s not what you’re after?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I want the money, but that’s not the most important thing for me.”

      “But it’s the most important thing for them. Don’t let them lose that. Not with what you’re asking them to do.”

      “I won’t.”

      They’d been walking for a while when a strange feeling near him made his skin tingle, leaving the hairs on his arm standing up again.

      Magic.

      Jonathan followed the mysterious sensation he had, and it brought him toward the building. Out drifted the sounds of music, the steady din of voices, and the bustle of activity. He knew immediately what this was. A tavern.

      “The Roasted Duck?” Matthew looked over at him. “If you’re looking for a meal, I have better places we could try. This isn’t one I would consider on the top of any list. It might even be on the bottom of most lists.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve been here once. No more than that. And you know how I feel about taverns.”

      “I know you like your ale.”

      “I like my food. The ale is a side benefit.”

      Jonathan chuckled. “You know, considering how trim you stay, it’s surprising how much you eat.”

      Matthew shrugged. “What can I say? I’m lucky like that.”

      The inside of the Roasted Duck was dingy and dark, the kind of place Jonathan knew that Matthew never frequented. His friend preferred taverns on the nicer end, ones that were better lit, with musicians and with more attractive servers. Mostly, though, Matthew liked places where the cooking was of better quality. Jonathan could tell from simply walking into the Roasted Duck that this place was not up to Matthew’s standards.

      “We can go somewhere else,” Matthew muttered.

      “I’m not here for the food.”

      “If you’re not here for the food, you certainly can’t be here for the ale. Why are we in this place, then?”

      “Because we…”

      Jonathan swept his gaze around, finally settling on a man hunched over a table near the back wall. Three empty mugs of ale sat stacked in front of him, and he leaned forward with head bowed, his lanky hair falling toward the tabletop.

      This was where he had felt the sense of magic. He never knew the source of what he detected, but in this case, he couldn’t help but feel as if this was where it guided him. Why this man, though?

      He walked forward, and Matthew stayed close behind. Several of the patrons sat grouped at a single table where they were playing dice, staying away from the source of the music. The only one sitting alone was the table Jonathan headed toward.

      He stopped two paces away, studying the man for a moment. He could still feel the energy from him. He didn’t think he was mistaken.

      “Hey there, friend,” Jonathan said. “Mind if we join you?”

      The man grunted but didn’t say anything.

      Matthew rested a hand on Jonathan’s shoulder, and he glanced back at Matthew.

      “What is this?” Matthew mouthed.

      Jonathan winked. He pulled out a chair at the table, sat down, and studied the man. He was thin. Gaunt, really, with dark hollows under his eyes. His hair looked as if it hadn’t been washed in several days. Weeks, possibly. Jonathan wrinkled his nose. The man stunk of ale, along with something he couldn’t quite place—a stench that permeated everything.

      “I don’t want any company,” the man said.

      Matthew grabbed another chair and took a seat next to them, a deep frown on his face. Did he have any idea what they were dealing with? Probably. Knowing Matthew, he likely had a sense the moment they had come here.

      Jonathan cleared his throat. “I just wanted to see if—”

      The man looked up sharply. There was more clarity in his eyes than what Jonathan would’ve expected. “I said I don’t want any company.” He slammed his hands down on the table. The empty mugs of ale bounced up in the air. A burst of energy slammed into Jonathan, throwing him back and tipping him out of the chair.

      Matthew sprung to his feet faster than Jonathan could react, already unsheathing his sword. Jonathan scrambled up and held out his hand, trying to calm his friend before he did anything foolish.

      “What are you doing, Jonathan?” Matthew asked.

      “I’m finding our fifth member.”

      “Him?”

      Jonathan regarded the man, who had turned his attention back to the empty mugs. “Why don’t you go and see about getting us some ale?”

      “I told you there are better places to drink,” Matthew muttered, though he turned away and headed toward the counter where a single barmaid worked.

      Jonathan pulled out the chair and set it right again before taking a seat. He moved closer carefully, watching this man as he did. “My name is Jonathan Aguelon.”

      “Don’t care.”

      “I can see that. I can also see that you’re fully interested in your mugs of ale. I’ve asked my friend and colleague to see about getting another mug or two for your table. In the meantime, I thought the two of us could talk.”

      The man glared up at him. “I don’t want to talk.”

      “I get that. I understand that you would rather be doing anything else. I just figured—”

      Another burst of energy slammed toward him, but Jonathan was ready. He tapped on a small enchantment in his pocket, and the power washed over and around him. At least he was able to stay seated this time.

      “An enchantment?” The man grunted. “You are going to waste all the power in it if you stay here.”

      Jonathan grinned. “Is that because you have an endless supply of enchantments, or is there another reason?”

      The man muttered something under his breath that sounded distinctly like a harsh swear, and Jonathan smiled more broadly.

      “I need someone with your particular skill for a job I’m contemplating.”

      “I don’t have any particular skill.”

      Matthew appeared and set down three mugs of ale on the table. The man’s eyes widened, but Jonathan leaned forward and grabbed one. Matthew took another, leaving only one left.

      “Consider this to just be three friends having a drink in a tavern,” Jonathan said.

      “We aren’t friends.”

      “What’s your name? Let’s start there.”

      The man looked up briefly, flicking his gaze to Matthew and then to Jonathan before snatching the last mug. “Heziah Obran.”

      “As I told you, I’m Jonathan Aguelon. This is my friend Matthew Veran. All we’re looking for is an opportunity to discuss a job with you.”

      “What kind of job?”

      “The kind that would benefit from your particular skill set.”

      Heziah lowered his gaze back to the ale. “I’m not interested.”

      “Because you’re so busy,” Matthew said.

      Heziah looked up, and a burst of power rumbled away from him. Jonathan’s skin tingled. Heziah’s power wasn’t completely focused, not the way it could or should be, but he had magic. For what they were going to do, even a little bit was beneficial.

      “I’m busy. Now leave me.”

      “You haven’t even heard anything about the job,” Jonathan said.

      “I don’t want to.”

      “It pays well.”

      “Oh, I’m sure. You’d love to offer me a silver or two to see what I might be able to make for you.”

      Jonathan shook his head, leaning forward. “I’m not interested in having you make enchantments for me.” Well, not completely interested. Those could come later, once they decided whether Heziah would be of much use to them. “I’m interested in what you can do. I have a different ask of you.”

      “Really? And how much might this pay?”

      With Leland, the promise of twenty gold had been enough. With Elizabeth, it had been more about pride, giving her the opportunity to demonstrate her particular talents. Not that she didn’t want the gold too. How much would it cost for Heziah?

      If Jonathan was right, this was a man who had once been incredibly well-connected and powerful. All of that had changed, leaving him in a much worse place. He was in a tavern like the Roasted Duck, which said something else. Then there was his appearance. Gaunt, wasted, poor. He had gone from a status of wealth and power to destitute. Even if Jonathan knew nothing else about him, that was more than enough for Jonathan to think that he might be able to use Heziah’s skills.

      “We’re offering others on the crew twenty gold for their participation. For someone with your talents, we might be able to bump that up to twenty-five gold. That is, if your share of the cut isn’t even more than that.”

      Heziah held Jonathan’s gaze for a moment. “Twenty-five gold. What exactly does this entail?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t share the details with you until we know whether you’re on board. In the meantime, know that I am serious when I make an offer.”

      “I’ve had other offers.”

      Jonathan gave a slight nod. “I’m certain you have. Have you had any like this?”

      “Fools have come to me before thinking they could buy my services.”

      “I’m sure all they wanted were enchantments.” Jonathan smiled. “Not that I can blame them. I imagine that any enchantments you make are incredibly powerful.”

      “I do all right.”

      “As I said, I’m quite certain you have other offers. Anyway, I’m not after your enchantments. If I were, I would go to somebody else within the Sorcerers’ Society.”

      Heziah grunted. “If that’s what you want. You’ll find that they will only lie to you.”

      Jonathan tipped his head to the side, regarding him for another moment. A sorcerer who didn’t care for the Society? That was new. Which meant there was more to this story.

      “If you do this, you’ll have the opportunity to prove that you’re better than other sorcerers in the Society.”

      “How many others?”

      “At least three.”

      Heziah looked up and drank from the mug of ale. “Somebody like that is quite powerful. That could only be…” His lips pressed together in a tight frown. “Everett Vileforn. That’s who this is.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Like I said, I will share more when you take the job.”

      “What do you intend to do to Vileforn?”

      “I don’t intend to do anything to him.”

      “What do you intend to take from him?”

      “Nothing he’ll miss.”

      Heziah leaned back. “Well, I could use twenty-five gold.”

      “Does that mean you’ll take the job?”

      “It means that I could use twenty-five gold,” Heziah said.

      Jonathan smiled. “We will meet at the Half Pint tavern in two days. I know it’s not quite like the Roasted Duck, but it’s a place we know.”

      Heziah grunted. “I know the place.”

      “Excellent. Then we’ll be waiting for you.”

      Jonathan carried his mug of ale toward the door, then hesitated. He had intended to dump it out, but there might be a better way of drawing Heziah into the job. Small favors added up over time. He took the mug over to the barmaid, set it on the counter, and motioned to Heziah in the corner. “If he’s still sober enough to walk over here, he can have it.”

      Matthew glanced back to the man before setting his mug on the counter as well.

      When they were back on the street, Matthew shook his head. “I thought you wanted him alive.”

      “Maybe it’s better if we seem generous. At least this way he will be more inclined to work with us.”

      “I think the promise of money is enough for him.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You think it might be something else?” Matthew asked.

      “I can’t really tell. He’s a tough one to read. It might just be the money, but it might be the idea of trying to prove himself against the sorcerers. Either way, it’s to our advantage.”

      “If he shows up.”

      Jonathan glanced over, grinning. “You need to have more faith. He’ll show up.”

      “If.”

      Jonathan chuckled, and they started off down the street. They meandered, gradually making their way toward Vileforn’s palace again so that it was just visible in the distance.

      “I do have a question for you,” Matthew said.

      “What is that?”

      “How did you know he was there?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Heziah. How did you know he was at that tavern?”

      It was something he kept from Matthew, as well as from pretty much everyone. Grayson had been the only one who’d known, and that was because he had been attuned to things. Now that he was dead, it didn’t matter.

      “I have an enchantment that alerts me to magic,” he lied.

      Matthew frowned. “You just managed to acquire that since leaving?”

      “I hid it before the last job. Easy to reclaim.” When Matthew arched a brow, watching him, Jonathan shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. We have our sorcerer. Now we have to get to work on the details of the plan. That’s the hard part, you know.”

      “I’m well aware. Even if this works—and I’ll be honest that I don’t think it will—we still have quite a lot to accomplish.”

      “You need to have more faith.”

      Matthew grunted. “Faith again? Is that what you got while you were in prison?”

      “No. While I was in prison I learned patience.”

      “It doesn’t seem like it.”

      “Trust me. I did.”

      If Jonathan hadn’t, he’d have gone straight for Vileforn the moment he got out of Nearnahl rather than taking his time. But he would be patient and bide his time. He’d have his revenge.
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      Jonathan trailed after Heziah, watching him as he stumbled through the street. He had kept an eye on him ever since leaving Matthew. He had claimed he was going to do some scouting on his own, but what he really wanted was to do reconnaissance on the sorcerer, not on the job itself. The job would be difficult, and he had an idea of what would be involved, but he needed to know he could rely on the people in their crew. Heziah was such an unknown entity that Jonathan didn’t know if he could be counted on.

      But then, the entire team were unknowns to him.

      Other than Matthew.

      What am I thinking pulling them into a job like this?

      Revenge. That was what he was thinking.

      Which might be a mistake.

      There was a part of building a team that Jonathan had not needed to do in a while. Grayson had taught him much about the team building, finding the right people, molding them together.

      Taking a job without him felt… wrong.

      Jonathan hadn’t given up hope that Grayson was alive. Even Burton.

      But he needed money to buy information.

      Do this, then he’d have more than enough.

      First, he had to learn more about Heziah. Why was he not with the Society? Why did he hang out so close to the palace? And why was he drunk?

      The last question might be the easiest to answer. Jonathan had known quite a few men who’d found themselves into drink and never managed to escape it. Heziah wouldn’t be the first to have succumbed to the seduction of ale.

      The man stumbled a few more steps before straightening.

      Jonathan frowned. He had felt a faint surge of power as Heziah straightened. The man had used power to recover. He was in control. As long as he was always in control, that was what mattered. At least for the type of job they were going to pull.

      Heziah turned a corner, moving steadily now. There was urgency to his step, as well as a sense of confidence. Jonathan stayed along the edge of the street and watched from within the shadows. He stepped out after a moment and paused once he reached the end the street.

      The sorcerer had disappeared.

      Jonathan couldn’t tell where he’d gone, though if Heziah had realized he was being followed, it was possible that he’d used some magic to vanish. If so, maybe Heziah would be useful.

      He rounded a corner, and he came face-to-face with Vileforn.

      Jonathan dipped his head, quickly looking down at the ground. Vileforn didn’t seem to notice him, and Jonathan scurried off to the side of the road, wanting to avoid being recognized. He had been careless in stalking Vileforn’s home. As he’d planned his break-in, he had not even contemplated that he might run into the man head-on. He’d only seen him from a distance until now. Up close, Jonathan could smell the cloying stench of his cologne, could see the sagginess of his sallow cheeks, the hollowness of his eyes, the weakness of his chin.

      If he were Matthew, he would slide his blade into Vileforn’s belly.

      No. Even Matthew wouldn’t do that.

      But Jonathan was the Dragon. Or had been. He would wait, and he would get his revenge.

      He stayed off the road, waiting until Vileforn passed. Only then did he move.

      His mind raced through the plan. That wasn’t uncommon when he was in the middle of a job. His brain worked like that, testing different outcomes, trying to come up with various scenarios so that he wouldn’t be surprised. In this case, he found that it was more difficult than he wanted it to be. There were simply too many unknowns.

      The job had three difficult aspects. The first was getting past all the guards. If they could do that without drawing attention, then the next part would be a little easier—though not easy. Elizabeth should be able to sneak them past. Jonathan had seen her skill with facades, and if she could maintain that control, then it should be a simple matter for her to help them.

      The next challenge was getting through the lock. He still had to get a better sense of Leland and his skill, and if he did have some hint of magic, then they might be able to use that to bypass whatever enchantments were placed around the vault door.

      The last was dealing with the enchantments throughout the palace.

      That was why he really wanted to know he could trust Heziah.

      Which, unfortunately, he wouldn’t know until they got into the thick of the job.

      Jonathan took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he wandered. He found himself heading past the palace but still sweeping his gaze over it anxiously, as if he believed he might encounter his sister. He had seen no sign of her since the day she had come across him, which suggested she had come looking for him, or that she had known he was out there. She had to be skilled in order to do that.

      Not that he expected anything less from Jayna.

      After circling around, Jonathan headed back toward the outskirts of the city. He didn’t want to draw too much attention with his patrolling, and if he were to continue making a steady circuit around the palace, it was more than likely that someone would recognize he was still there. Maybe a sorcerer, which would be an even worse outcome than if he was spotted by one of the soldiers guarding the palace. The only person who might find him that he thought wouldn’t be quite as bad was his sister.

      Jonathan wound through the streets, choosing areas that were less populated, and veered toward the Society in the distance. In this part of Ishan, it was difficult to turn anywhere and not see it. This close, he could practically feel the energy sizzling off the white stone and blue-domed roof as it reflected the fading sunlight, crackling along his skin. He had to touch his head to make sure his hair wasn’t standing on end.

      He returned to the tavern where he was staying. It was still early, and though there was a minstrel playing, the tavern itself wasn’t that busy yet. Neither Matthew nor any of the other crew members had arrived, so he headed up to his room.

      The simple space was all Jonathan needed. He didn’t have many belongings, but once he broke into Vileforn’s vault, he would have to find a place to store all the gold he would have. It was one more aspect of the plan. Someplace safe and secure. Someplace enchanted.

      Jonathan sat on his bed, hands clasped in his lap as he stared straight ahead, his mind racing. He steadied his breathing as he thought through different scenarios. They had to get into Vileforn’s garden, break into the palace, and find their way into the vault.

      Sneak, lockpick, then sorcerer. The key roles for the job.

      He didn’t know what they might find on the other side of the vault door, which was even more reason to have Heziah with them—and whatever enchantments Matthew might be able to acquire.

      Something felt strange, though.

      He looked around, realizing that something was not quite right here. There wasn’t much in the room: a washbasin, a table and chair, a trunk that was empty other than a few spare pieces of clothing. But there was also an energy he couldn’t dismiss. He could feel it, and his instinct told him that there was something here.

      Not just something. Someone.

      It wouldn’t be Matthew, who knew how much Jonathan prized his privacy.

      Who, then?

      Jonathan peered around, searching for anyone who might be here, anything that might explain what he felt. He checked his belongings and looked through the shelf where he stored the drawings he’d drafted as he’d begun to make plans for the job. They didn’t appear to be disturbed. He couldn’t tell whether or not someone had rifled through them, though.

      He glanced toward the trunk and pulled it open, half expecting that someone might jump out at him, but there was nothing but his changes of clothes. The clothing they’d given him from the prison was still inside. Jonathan had been tempted to get rid of it, but there was a part of him that decided he wanted to have it. Not that he needed to, but it served as a reminder of where he had been and where he could end up again.

      He closed the wardrobe, unable to shake the feeling that someone had been here. It might only be imagined, he told himself. The days since his release from prison had been strange. He had enjoyed his freedom, embraced it, but there was still something about the lack of routine that he found challenging. Jonathan knew he should not find it so hard, yet he couldn’t change how he felt.

      Shaking his head, he took another seat on the bed and continued to look around. Why did he still feel as if there was something here?

      Jonathan laid his head back, his mind working through his job, but it kept drifting to thoughts of his sister. She had been so different from what he remembered. Gone was the young, innocent girl, and in her place was someone who had seen things.

      Matthew had told him that she’d been a part of the Society, but Jonathan had seen something more than just a person who had spent a little time with the Society. Jayna had been hardened. That took experience.

      He couldn’t help but feel as if he were partly to blame for that. When they had lost their parents, Jayna had trusted him to do whatever he could to protect her. It made him smile to think of the way she’d once looked at him when she was young. There had been hope in her eyes. A belief that her big brother would do whatever necessary to ensure her safety.

      He had vowed to himself that he would protect her. That he would be the reason she lived as normal a life as possible. That she would be able to do whatever she wanted with her life. How was he to have guessed that she would want to embrace the Society fully?

      Even if he’d known, it wouldn’t have changed the promise he’d made to himself. It wouldn’t have changed anything, other than for him to perhaps try to better understand what motivated his sister.

      Jonathan climbed out of bed and got to his feet. He wasn’t going to be able to rest, not with this strange sense in the room. He made his way back into the main part of the tavern, where he paused and looked around. Leland sat alone at a table, his fingers moving as if he were strumming a lute.

      Jonathan took a seat across from him and flashed a smile. “You came.”

      “You told me to come.”

      “I know I did. I just wasn’t sure if you would have a change of heart.”

      “Can we really earn what you claim?” Leland asked.

      “We really can.”

      “Then I’m in.”

      Jonathan noticed a slight, subtle fold of the wall that shouldn’t be there, and he smiled. “You can come join us too, Elizabeth.”

      She separated from the wall, and her facade faded slowly. The level of control involved for her to change the facade that gradually was impressive. Leland froze, the corners of his mouth twitching slightly.

      “How did you know I was there?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Mostly because I could see a hint of your facade,” Jonathan said. “Not much more than that. Certainly not enough to think you were giving it away. Just enough that I was able to see that something wasn’t quite right.”

      She frowned and took a seat across from him, shoving the hair out of her eyes. She glanced over to Leland and studied him, then turned to Jonathan. “You shouldn’t be able to do that.”

      “There are many things he shouldn’t be able to do.” Matthew strode toward the table carrying several mugs of ale. If there was anything Matthew was good at choosing other than food, it was his drink. The tavern here had wonderful ale with the right amount of bitterness to it, and they kept it at a reasonable temperature, not like so many fools who left their casks out in the sun. He slid one in Elizabeth’s direction before pausing and pulling it back. “When it comes to Jonathan, he has particular talents.”

      “You said there was another person,” Leland said.

      “There is. The last member of our team.” Jonathan had to be prepared for how Leland would react when he learned there was a sorcerer involved.

      “Is he the one you’ve been watching?” Elizabeth asked.

      Matthew cocked his head, studying Jonathan. “You’ve been watching someone?”

      “He’s been going over by that part of the city,” she said. “He watches him.”

      Jonathan would have to be careful. If Elizabeth could follow him, he needed to ensure that everything he did had a purpose that the others wouldn’t be offended by. Not that he thought they would be, only that he had to be careful.

      “I had to make sure he was the right person for what we’re doing,” he said.

      Matthew arched a brow. “Even though you’ve already invited him to take part.”

      “We’ve invited him, but that doesn’t mean he’s trustworthy.” Jonathan took a drink. “Given the importance of his position, I thought it best to observe him.”

      “You could have told me.”

      “You’ve been busy with tasks of your own. I presume you’ve managed to get in touch with your contacts to learn as much as possible about our location?”

      Matthew frowned at him. “I’ve put out feelers.”

      “Feelers?”

      “It’s a delicate operation, Jonathan. It’s not as if I can just go out and announce what I’m looking for—or why I’m looking for it. I have to be careful as I do it.”

      Jonathan nodded. He understood, though he didn’t necessarily like it. “What have you uncovered?”

      “We can talk about that later.”

      Jonathan looked around the tavern. They had to finish making preparations. He didn’t know what exactly it was going to involve, but increasingly he knew that his priority had to be completing his team. Part of the challenge was that he had to do the job without his mentor.

      Jonathan remembered the first time he had met Grayson. The man had come to him when Jonathan had been taking another job. Snuck up on him was more like it. He had been subtle from the very beginning, a sneak unlike any other that Jonathan had ever worked with. He’d managed to obscure himself every single time he attempted to sneak up on Jonathan, to the point where Jonathan eventually gave up trying to figure out how he did it and started looking for signs of what he did instead.

      Matthew watched him. “I don’t like this uncertainty in you, Jonathan.”

      “It’s not uncertainty. Hesitancy, maybe, but not uncertainty.”

      Matthew laughed softly. “Does that make it better?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I don’t know. I need to figure out this team.”

      He glanced over to the others sitting at the table. Neither Elizabeth nor Leland spoke to one another, though they were sitting directly across from each other. Leland stared down at his hands, still twisting his fingers but pausing every so often as if to look at something new. Elizabeth shimmered, almost as if she were pulling on her facade and attempting to conceal herself.

      “Before I went in, I knew everybody I was working with,” Jonathan said. “I knew their strengths and weaknesses, and I knew how to plan around them.”

      “And we haven’t worked together in the last five years. Things have changed, Jonathan. I’ve changed. Gods, so have you. You used to be so…”

      “So what?”

      “I’m not positive. So cocksure?” Matthew grinned. “This is a little better. You’re careful, which I think is a good thing.”

      “You’re just saying that because you don’t want me to get caught again.”

      “I’m just saying that because I don’t want to end up caught.”

      “You know I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

      “What about them?” Matthew nodded to the other two. “What will you do to ensure that nothing happens to them?”

      “Everything I can,” Jonathan said. “You don’t think we can do this?”

      “I think you need to be careful. Things have changed since you’ve been gone, Jonathan. The world is a different place.”

      Jonathan looked over to him. “I’m not worried about the world. I’m worried about this job. This team.” He realized something as he studied his friend. “What happened to you?”

      “Much that leaves me uncertain. I’m not exactly sure what to make of it,” Matthew said. “It’s part of the reason I came back here. The Society has been strange. That’s the only way I can put it. Maybe that’s why Heziah is willing to work with us.” He shrugged slightly. “But regardless, something is different, and I feel like we need to be able to react.”

      “You don’t think we can?”

      “I don’t think you’re looking at every angle here. I warned you that there’s something going on with Vileforn. And without Heziah, I don’t think we can do the job the right way.”

      Jonathan had thought that money was going to be enough for everyone, but maybe that was only because it was enough for him.

      Only… it wasn’t. He had other reasons for doing this job.

      And everything about this job felt wrong. He missed his old team. He missed Burton and Grayson and…

      He couldn’t think like that. This was his team now. This was the team that would complete the job.

      “Let’s go to the back and discuss the details,” Jonathan said.

      Leland looked up at each of them before finally stopping on Jonathan. “This is just four of us. You said you needed a fifth.”

      “We do, but it seems the fifth isn’t going to come, so—”

      The door opened, and a man staggered in. Jonathan frowned for a moment until he realized it was Heziah stumbling toward them.

      “It seems we have our fifth,” Jonathan said.

      Leland watched Heziah, his brow furrowing. He didn’t say anything, but the tension that immediately built within him was evident.

      “As I was saying, it’s time for us to retreat to the back room so we can discuss the job,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew stood and slipped an arm around Heziah to help steady him, and Jonathan guided them toward the back of the tavern. He resisted the urge to look behind him, vaguely aware that both Elizabeth and Leland were following, but slowly.

      The plan would work.

      It had to.
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      A fire crackled in the hearth of the back room. Everyone sat around a circular wooden table, most with food resting in front of them, though none of it touched. Jonathan couldn’t blame them. He had a full mug of ale waiting for him too.

      He swung his gaze from one person to the next, studying each of them. Heziah kept drawing his attention the most, and he watched as the sorcerer finished another mug. He waited, hoping that Heziah would use his connection to magic to somehow burn off the effects of the ale, but Jonathan couldn’t tell if he did. This might be the best he would be.

      “You are all here because you agreed to take on this job,” Jonathan said. Matthew sat at the end of the table, saying nothing, though he watched Jonathan with a darkened expression. “And before we get too far into the details, I need to make sure you are all with us. We have given you the terms of the job so that—”

      “The terms?” Leland said. “All I know is that you need my help with a lock. You promised a significant reward and not much else. Until I know more about what you want from me, how can I know whether this is a job I should take?”

      Jonathan smiled widely. “A good question. The kind I want everybody to ask themselves. How can you know that this is a job you want to take? Unfortunately, this is the type of job where I won’t be able to share too many details until I know I can count on you.”

      Even then, he didn’t know if there would be any way he could truly trust them. Well, he knew he could rely on Matthew, but that was a different connection—a friendship they had shared for years.

      “What can you tell us about the job?” Leland asked.

      Jonathan started to say something when Heziah leaned forward, grabbed another mug of ale, and pulled it toward him. Everybody turned in his direction, but Heziah simply shrugged. “Are any of you going to drink that?”

      Matthew stared at him, an unreadable expression on his face. Of all of them, Matthew seemed the most bothered by Heziah. Jonathan didn’t know if it was that the man was constantly drunk or whether there was another reason. Perhaps he just didn’t like the sorcerer, or perhaps he didn’t like the idea that they would have to rely on him.

      Jonathan could make certain preparations for the possibility that Heziah wouldn’t be as reliable as they’d hoped. Those preparations were probably necessary anyway, considering what he had encountered when he’d last attempted to break into Vileforn’s property. He might even need backups for those backups.

      Matthew could acquire those enchantments just in case. He had a knack for finding skilled enchanters who could make a variety of useful items.

      “Go ahead,” Jonathan said, waving his hand at Heziah.

      Heziah grinned. “Not bad. When you told me the quality was better here, I didn’t really know if I could believe you.”

      “And here I figured you to be something of a connoisseur,” Matthew said.

      Heziah glanced in his direction, shrugging. “You would think so, wouldn’t you? But I don’t get the chance to venture too far all that often. It’s safer that way.”

      “Safer?” Leland asked.

      “Safer.” Heziah tipped back the mug of ale, drinking nearly half of it in one long swallow before wiping his mouth and setting it down.

      “Are you sure this is the one you wanted for your fifth?” Leland asked.

      “He’ll be fine,” Jonathan said.

      Elizabeth scoffed. “Leland’s right. Look at him. He looks like my father when he—” She flushed slightly, and then her facade began to build.

      Jonathan watched her a moment. What had she been through? A hard home life could help strengthen a person—or it could break them.

      “He can handle himself.” Jonathan turned to Heziah. “Can’t you?”

      “I’ll do all right.”

      “Maybe don’t let him drink so much when we’re going through the plan,” Leland suggested.

      “It won’t matter,” Heziah said.

      “Why?”

      “I told you, I’ll be fine.”

      Jonathan glanced to Matthew. They had to get a handle on this before the proceedings devolved into bickering. Part of his role was not only coordinating his crew, but making sure they were all on the same page when it came to their responsibilities. Heziah complicated things, and complications were never a good thing with the kind of work they did.

      “Heziah, do you think you can do something to make yourself a little more alert?”

      He stared at Jonathan. “Why waste all this good ale?”

      “We can get you more later,” Matthew snapped.

      Heziah looked over at him, then shrugged. A surge worked through Jonathan—a pressure of power that built quickly before passing just as quickly.

      When it was gone, Heziah looked at them with renewed clarity in his gaze. “Is that better?”

      “What did you do?” Leland asked.

      “That’s better,” Jonathan said. “Now, we should get back to the discussion at hand. We were talking about the nature of the job and whether or not this was something you all wanted to be involved in. As I was saying, before we share too many details, we need to ensure you’re all invested.”

      “How can we be invested if you won’t tell us what you’re going to have us do?” Heziah asked. He leaned forward, bumping the table, and a bit of ale sloshed out of one of the mugs. He stared at it, a longing look in his eyes.

      “The job involves what I’ve told you all.”

      “Vileforn,” Leland said. He looked around the table at the others. “I’m sure you told everybody the same thing.”

      Jonathan nodded. “We gain access to a secure location within his premises and then acquire items of value.”

      Heziah laughed, an irritated and bitter sound. “If this is just a break-in, then you don’t need me for it.”

      “Oh, but we do.”

      “Why?” Leland asked as he stared at Heziah. “Who is he?”

      “The better question is, what is he?” Elizabeth said softly.

      She smiled, and then her facade began to shift and shimmer. Heziah watched her, and with a burst of power the facade crumbled. Elizabeth sat exposed. She looked smaller somehow, almost as if she were trying to cower away from them.

      “That’s enough,” Jonathan said.

      “I don’t need any sneak sitting there flashing their gods-be-damned abilities in front of me,” Heziah said.

      Leland got to his feet, glaring at him. “A sorcerer?”

      Heziah turned to him and spread his hands to either side of him. “A sorcerer. At your service.” He stretched out a hand toward one of the mugs of ale, but Matthew slid it away from him to the end of the table.

      “A sorcerer,” Jonathan said quickly. This was getting out of hand, and he needed to ensure that he got them all on board as fast as he could. “For the kind of job we’re talking about, a sorcerer is an essential part.”

      “If it’s just breaking into a locked vault, then you don’t need a sorcerer,” Leland said to him. “We would be better off just trying to get in there and grabbing all the gold we need.”

      “Gold?” Heziah asked. He laughed again, sounding just as bitter as before. “That’s a stretch. What makes you think there’s gold in Vileforn’s vault? The king takes everything. A man like Vileforn wouldn’t be able to hold on to much in the way of gold.”

      “You’re right,” Jonathan said. “A man like Vileforn shouldn’t be able to, but I’ve seen it.”

      Everybody fell silent and stared at him.

      Finally, Heziah spoke. “What do you mean, you’ve seen it?”

      “I was hired to do a job about five years ago.”

      “To steal the gold?” Leland asked.

      Jonathan shook his head. “That wasn’t the job. I was hired to acquire something from the vault. I got in, found the item, and saw the collection of wealth he had stored there.”

      “If you saw it, why didn’t you take it then?”

      “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that the wealth I have promised each of you is there. From what I saw, there were probably close to a hundred thousand gold coins.”

      The comment had the desired effect. Everyone started murmuring at the same time. He had promised each of them much less, but they had also been guaranteed a cut.

      “There’s no way,” Leland said. “The king would have identified that much gold. You know what he does to those who hide gold he sees as his.”

      “I know. I can assure you that he has that much,” Jonathan said.

      Leland stared at him. “He wouldn’t. Not Vileforn.”

      “Why not?” Matthew asked.

      “Because Vileforn has positioned himself to become the king’s counselor. Hoarding gold is a surefire way of losing that opportunity.”

      “Only if the king finds out,” Jonathan said.

      “He will find out. I work in the administration. I’ve seen the accounting.”

      Heziah stood up from the table and glared at Leland. “What do you mean, you work in the administration? You work for the government?”

      “Why does that matter?” Leland asked.

      “It matters.”

      “About as much as a drunk sorcerer who isn’t with the Society. Look at you. If you were with the Society, you wouldn’t be here. What happened to you?”

      Matthew shot Jonathan a beseeching look. This needed to get under control quickly.

      “The both of you need to relax,” Jonathan said. “You’re here for the same reason. Both of you are interested in the earning opportunity I’ve presented to you. If you are unable to work together, then this job isn’t going to go well.”

      And if they weren’t able to work together, then Jonathan would have to come up with something different, but it was more than that. He would have to find a way to ensure that they didn’t report his plans to the authorities. That was his bigger concern.

      “If he’s involved, then the job isn’t going to work,” Leland said, nodding to Heziah.

      “Really?” Heziah said. “This coming from a man who works for the administration, the same administration that has promoted Vileforn. It seems to me that you are most likely to be the reason this job doesn’t work. How can we trust you in any of this?”

      Leland glared at him. “Maybe you can’t.” He spun and headed toward the door to the main part of the tavern.

      Jonathan got there first, placing a hand on the door and blocking him from leaving. “Give me a chance to go through the full plan before you decide to leave.”

      “It’s not going to matter,” Leland said. “If he’s involved, your plan is going to fail.”

      “You don’t even know the details of the plan.”

      “Do I need to know them? Look at him. He’s only going to complicate everything.”

      Jonathan glanced over to the table. Heziah had grabbed a mug of ale away from Matthew and quickly downed it. He was reaching for another when it disappeared.

      Jonathan smiled to himself. Elizabeth had more spirit to her than he had anticipated. They would need it.

      “He might complicate things,” he said, “but I was telling the truth when I said we need him.”

      “Why?” Leland asked.

      “If you’ll take a seat, I will tell you.” He raised his voice as he looked at the others. “I’ll tell everybody, since it sounds like everyone is still interested in the job.”

      Leland regarded him, arms crossed over his chest. “I haven’t decided.”

      “Be that as it may, I don’t think we could do the job without you either.” He looked over to Elizabeth. “Or without you. Each of you is needed for your own unique skill set and what you bring to the job. Without all of you, this won’t work.”

      Leland lingered for a moment, before finally letting out a frustrated sigh and turning back to the table. He sat as far away from Heziah as he could. Jonathan returned to his chair and glanced over to Matthew, who shook his head.

      “Now, seeing as how you’re all on the same page as us, I think it’s time to discuss the nature of the job itself. First, let me tell you why you’re each needed.” Jonathan looked at them, waiting, and none of them said anything. He took that as an opportunity to go on. “Elizabeth. You’re an incredibly skilled sneak.”

      Heziah grunted.

      Jonathan glanced over to him. “Sneaks are not sanctioned by the Sorcerers’ Society, Heziah. Not that it matters.”

      “It’s basic magic,” he muttered.

      “Basic?” Elizabeth snapped. She immediately formed a facade. With little more than a flash, everything in the room suddenly shifted and shimmered. Jonathan could still see Heziah but nothing else. The room itself began to tilt and change. The table and chairs and the hearth crackling in the back had disappeared. No longer could he make out the wood paneling around him, or the lanterns that had been glowing with soft light on the table. Now he saw nothing more than a storm cloud and a vast plain.

      He didn’t hear any rumbling, though no facade could manipulate sound, but everything else simply disappeared.

      A burst of power came from Heziah and crashed into the facade. Jonathan almost staggered when the illusion crumbled, and everybody returned.

      “As you see, she’s skilled,” Jonathan said, gesturing to her and smiling. “Which is why we’ll need you in order to get past the guards.”

      Elizabeth looked over to him, and she frowned. “How many guards?”

      “All of them. I don’t have a good idea of how many we might encounter, though from the report I have gotten there could be dozens.”

      “That means you want me to hold it while we move.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Exactly. You’re going to need to keep up your facade as we maneuver into the compound. You have to make sure you can create an image that moves along with us. Do you think you will be up for it?”

      Elizabeth looked around at the others before turning back to him and nodding. “I can do it.”

      He liked her confidence. He wasn’t sure he believed in it, but he liked it.

      Jonathan knew from his conversations with Grayson over the years that creating a facade like that was incredibly difficult. It was one of the most challenging tricks any sneak would be able to do, and the complexity increased with the number of people they were asked to mask. One person was difficult enough to hide while moving, but covering five of them? That would be a remarkably challenging task.

      What he was asking Elizabeth to do might be even more than what Grayson could have done. Jonathan remembered times when he’d worked with Grayson, and it had just been the two of them. Moving with a facade had been a challenge for the man, and they had preferred to take jobs in the dark for just that reason. They would have to do the same for this one. It would be easier to conceal themselves in the darkness than to try to hide in the daylight.

      “Once we’re inside, you’ll need to continue concealing us as we make our way to the next challenge.” Jonathan turned to Leland. “This is where your particular ability is needed. There might be other opportunities for you to display your skills, but the reason we need someone like you—someone so capable at getting past challenging locks—is because we know the next step will be getting into the palace itself. And we’ll need to access the door leading into the vault. When I was inside the vault last time, it was protected with several enchantments.”

      “If you need somebody to break through enchantments, then you don’t need me,” Leland said.

      “The enchantments are just part of it. Once we bypass them, the next step is unlocking the door.” Jonathan smiled at him. He suspected that Leland’s particular skills with using magic to unlock things would help with even the enchantments, though it was best not to say that now, especially given Leland’s response to Heziah. “When we get the door leading to the vault open, we still have to deal with the vault itself. I suspect that getting past the door will be the more difficult of the two, though I won’t know until we’re there.”

      “A lockpick?” Heziah reached again for a mug of ale, but Matthew pulled it away and drank it quickly. Heziah glared, and Matthew simply shrugged. “You need an extra body just for a lock?”

      “Not an extra body. An extra member of the crew,” Jonathan said. “And his skills will be crucial for you reaching your payout. With as much gold as I saw in that vault, each of you will have far more than you will be able to spend in your lifetime.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Heziah said. “Apparently, sorcerers live a long time.”

      “Be that as it may, there will still be more gold than you can think of spending.”

      “You don’t know what I can think of spending,” Heziah muttered.

      Jonathan suppressed his frustration. “The last bit is where you come in. I had considered acquiring enchantments that would help us get past the ones Vileforn has placed over the vault, but from what we know, there are multiple sorcerers under his employ. We will need to be able to actively bypass any enchantments they have. Without being able to identify the enchantments themselves ahead of time, we need someone like you who has the skill set that will allow us to do so. Do you think that’s something you can accomplish?”

      Heziah leaned forward, rested his elbows on the table, and glared at Jonathan. “You wouldn’t have brought me in if you didn’t think I had the necessary skills for this job.”

      “I wouldn’t, but I’m starting to have my doubts as to how reliable you’re going to be.” Jonathan needed to build his team, and sometimes honesty was the only way forward.

      “Just because a man likes his ale doesn’t mean he can’t do a job,” Heziah said.

      “You look like you more than like your ale,” Leland muttered.

      “And you look like you more than like your post with the administration. I might be a drunk—might, I say—but I know where I stand with the government. What about you? We don’t know where you stand when it comes to this job.”

      “I’ve said I would do it.”

      Heziah snorted. “You said you would, but that doesn’t mean we can trust that you will, or that we can trust that you should.”

      “Would the two of you stop?” Matthew said. “This job will be difficult enough if we all work together. If you can’t even do that, the job becomes almost impossible. Now, I want the reward as much as anyone, but I’m not willing to take the risk if I can’t rely on you. Seeing as how most of us barely know each other, I don’t know that I can trust this team, but I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. Only if you can stop arguing with each other constantly, though.”

      “Blame him,” Leland said, sagging back in his chair.

      “I’m blaming both of you.” Matthew glanced at Jonathan and nodded. “Go on.”

      “Anyway, that’s it in a nutshell. Each of you will have a difficult part of the job. For this to work, we need each of you to carry out your task, and to ensure that everything goes well. If one person does not complete their part, then the rest of us will fail.” Jonathan looked at each of them and then smiled. “We need to be a team.”

      Heziah eyed both Leland and Elizabeth. “Some team.”

      “You don’t have to like everybody on your team,” Matthew said. “I’ve worked with plenty of people over the years that I don’t necessarily care for. That doesn’t matter. Not when it comes down to doing the job. All you need to do is fulfill your obligation. If you can do that, and if the others can trust that you will do that, then this works. If you can’t, and if we can’t trust you, then it doesn’t. Does that make sense?”

      Heziah looked over to Matthew and held his gaze. Magic built from him, but Matthew didn’t turn away. Finally, Heziah turned back, looked down at the table, and shook his head. “I can do it.”

      Matthew pushed the mug of ale back in front of him. “Good. What about you?” he said, jutting his chin out at Leland. “Do you think you can get over whatever issues you have with Heziah in order for this to work?”

      Leland pressed his lips together in a deep frown. “I can do it. I can do what you need.”

      Matthew looked at Elizabeth. “How about you? You’ve been quiet. At least, mostly.”

      “I want the gold,” she said with a shrug.

      Jonathan smiled.

      “Why? What’s wrong with that?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Nothing,” Jonathan said. “That’s exactly the answer we need. You should want the gold. Let that be what motivates you. When we finish the job, you’ll have enough money to do whatever you want. Go wherever you want. You could stay here, or you could even leave the city. Gods, you could even leave the kingdom. Become something else. Someone else.”

      Elizabeth bobbed her head so that her hair fell into her eyes, and a smile spread across her face. “Maybe I could build myself a palace.”

      “You don’t want to do that and draw attention to what we’ve taken,” Leland said.

      “She wouldn’t have to do it here,” Heziah said.

      “I’m just saying—”

      “Would you stop?” Elizabeth snapped.

      They both looked at her, then down.

      “We’ll begin planning tomorrow,” Matthew said. “We can meet back here first thing in the morning. We have quite a few details we need to go over. Once we work through the complexities of the plan, then we will need to test whether or not each aspect will work. Do you think you can be here?”

      Elizabeth nodded to him. “I can.”

      Heziah glanced around at the room. “I suppose this tavern is as good as any other.”

      “Better,” Matthew said.

      “I will need to request a leave,” Leland said.

      Heziah scoffed. “You could just quit.”

      “And if I don’t want to?”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to? If we get through this job and you take home the prize they promise us, why wouldn’t you want to leave your job?”

      “Let that be my concern,” Leland said.

      Jonathan stood up from the table. “Very well. We’ll see you all in the morning.” He left them in the room. Matthew followed, and once they were back out into the main part of the tavern, he looked over to his old friend. “That went—”

      “Awful.”

      “I was going to say that it went about as well as I expected.”

      “You expected that type of drama?”

      “I expected something. I wasn’t sure what it was going to be. Now we have to begin the hard part.”

      “There aren’t any easy parts with this, Jonathan. Only parts that aren’t quite as difficult.”

      Jonathan grunted. “You’re probably right. Why don’t we have a drink? It might be the last one we have for a little while.”
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      “Are you sure about this?” Jonathan asked the man standing across from him. He had known Bartholomew for most of his active career and preferred not to go to him for most issues, but he felt he didn’t have much of a choice in this case. He needed information and didn’t want to go to Matthew, who was the only other option he had for acquiring the intel.

      Bartholomew bobbed his balding head, pushing up the glasses on his nose. “I’m sure, Dragon. I wouldn’t give you false information.”

      Jonathan regarded him for a moment. That was true, once. Now he no longer knew who would provide him with inaccurate information and who would tell him the truth. Five years had turned out to be far longer than he had anticipated, especially when it came to his contacts outside of prison.

      “Why this area?”

      “This is where you wanted. Look.” Bartholomew tapped the page and traced his finger along it until he came to an address. “It’s right here. I can help you find it, if you need—”

      “I don’t,” Jonathan said.

      Bartholomew looked up, and he nodded quickly. His eyes darted around the shop. Jonathan resisted the urge to look around with him, wanting to hold Bartholomew with a firm gaze. The shop was empty, and with no one else here, Jonathan didn’t worry about having to question Bartholomew the way he did.

      “I was just saying…”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I know what you were just saying. And I’m just telling you that I don’t have the need.”

      He hated that he had come to Bartholomew of all people. The man was one of the few who would be able to acquire the information, but it also opened Jonathan up to a particular set of issues—not the least being that Bartholomew could be bought by anyone with the right amount of coin. Jonathan had little doubt that the information Bartholomew had given him could be sold to someone else for the right amount of money.

      “Who is she?”

      Jonathan grabbed the paper and set a stack of coppers on the counter. “Just somebody I need to question.”

      “Question? In that part of the city?”

      “Right. That part of the city. Is there anything else I can share with you?”

      Bartholomew looked up at him for a moment before glancing back down, averting his gaze. “I’m here to help, Dragon. You know that.”

      Jonathan cocked his head to the side, regarding him. Bartholomew had gotten fatter in the last five years. He’d always been a solid man, more pudgy than muscular. Now he was practically rotund. He had round cheeks and narrow-set eyes, and his glasses seemed too small for his head.

      “I don’t need anything else. Thank you for your help,” Jonathan said.

      “Of course. If you or Matthew need anything…”

      Jonathan nodded.

      “Say,” Bartholomew said as Jonathan headed toward the door, catching him before he opened it. “I hear you have a new crew.”

      Jonathan turned slowly, one hand resting on the door but keeping it closed. “What was that?”

      “I hear you have a new crew. Just rumors, mostly. What kinds of jobs do you think you’ll be taking?”

      “I don’t know what rumors you’ve heard, but they aren’t true.”

      “Well, you know how rumors can be.” Bartholomew rubbed his forehead with his fist. “Probably nothing. I just figured I’d ask. If you did have a new crew, I thought I might be able to offer you some help. For the right price, of course.” He smiled and held Jonathan’s gaze for a moment before he looked down again.

      “Of course. If I have anything I think you’ll be helpful for, I will certainly come to you first, Bartholomew.”

      “You know my information is good.”

      “Your information is what it is,” Jonathan said. He paused before turning back to him. “Actually, I do need you to find out something more for me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I need you to look into a sorcerer.”

      Bartholomew leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “A sorcerer? That’s not typically the kind of person you like to get involved with.”

      “And I wouldn’t normally, but in this case I don’t have much of a choice.”

      Bartholomew grinned at him. “Interesting.”

      “It’s not. Not really.”

      “Tell me. What do you need to know?”

      “I just need background information on him.”

      “The Sorcerers’ Society isn’t eager to share information about their members.”

      “I realize that.”

      “It’s going to cost more than the typical job.”

      Jonathan stared at him. If there was any other way he could pull this off, he would, and he’d much rather go to somebody else. But he didn’t know that he could. “Fine. Find what you can. I will pay what I need.”

      Bartholomew pushed a page over to him. “Write down what you know. I’ll see what I can find for you.”

      Jonathan sighed, but he scribbled down what he knew about Heziah and handed the page to Bartholomew.

      “I’ll pass word when it’s ready.”

      He nodded, then stepped out into the street, pausing for a moment once he closed the door. Jonathan glanced back at the nondescript resale shop. This section of the city was plain, which was the way Bartholomew wanted it. Situated as he was in between wealth and poverty, he managed to hear rumors from both sides. The man really did have a knack for acquiring information, so Jonathan knew he should be more careful with how he treated Bartholomew. It was just that he didn’t want to be the one that somebody purchased information about. He was always careful with Bartholomew, not wanting him to reveal anything that Jonathan didn’t want shared.

      He glanced down at the page. It had been a long time since he’d seen her. She wouldn’t even know he was out of prison. That was the way he wanted it, for the most part. At least until this job was over. Then he thought he could go to her and admit what had happened, and perhaps…

      Jonathan shook his head. He wasn’t about to let himself think about what might happen. There was no point in it. He had to be sharp and remain focused on the job.

      He knew the general area listed on the paper. He veered toward it, surprised when it took him toward the king’s palace.

      The people walking out in the streets showed signs of increasing wealth as he went. First were merchants traveling with carts, and then he came across people dressed in expensive silks and furs. Jonathan felt out of place, though the key to fitting into places like this, he knew, was to ensure that he carried himself with a confidence that made it seem as if he belonged.

      That was easy enough for him to do. Jonathan pulled himself together and stood upright as he marched through the streets. Hands clasped behind his back, he swept his gaze around him as if surveying everything. It wasn’t as though the jacket and pants he wore now were the ones he’d been in when he’d left the prison. At least these clothes were of a finer cut, and they even had traces of embroidery on them, though not with the same flourish of the clothing worn by those he passed.

      When he reached the street that Bartholomew had written on the page, indicated by only a small street marker, Jonathan slowed. This stretch had a row of homes but no shops. The road was wider, all cobbled. At one end, a horse clopped slowly toward him as it led a carriage. A pair of soldiers marched down the other end of the street, their metal armor gleaming in the sunlight. Otherwise, the area wasn’t crowded.

      He followed the numbers on the houses. With each one he passed, his heart raced faster. How would Carinna receive him? Not that he intended to go to her. Not yet, at least. He just wanted to see where she was. He wanted to know that she was doing well.

      As he neared the address, he felt movement near him. It was different than the other movement around the street.

      Jonathan continued past the listed house and barely glanced in its direction, noticing only that there were shadows moving inside. He didn’t slow, not wanting to reveal which building he was interested in, especially if somebody was following him.

      Could this have something to do with the mysterious person who had been leaving markers for him? His benefactor, he suspected. He still didn’t know if they wanted him to do the job—or warned him against it. Probably the former, he’d decided based on the second marker he’d been given, but he didn’t have the answer, and that irritated him.

      When he reached an alley several buildings past the house, Jonathan turned down it, sliding into the shadows and disappearing. This would’ve been much easier with a facade. Of course, with a facade he wouldn’t even have to try to hide. He could have just stopped in front of the home and let Elizabeth conceal him.

      Jonathan waited. A younger couple moved past, hand in hand, the woman leaning her head in toward the man with a grin on her face. They laughed softly, unmindful of anyone around them. Jonathan smiled to himself. That had been him and Carinna, once. She’d probably forgotten about him.

      No. Carinna had promised to wait for him. She knew the kind of work he had done, and she didn’t mind it. It wasn’t like Jayna, who hated what he had done. She wouldn’t have been able to visit, as she hadn’t known what had happened to him. She might have thought him dead.

      Maybe he should leave this alone. It might be best for him to stay that way after all. Maybe he should remain absent.

      Only, Jonathan didn’t want to. It was selfish of him. He knew that. But after spending five years in prison, couldn’t he be selfish?

      Jonathan waited a moment, debating what to do. Curiosity got the best of him, though. He wanted to know. Maybe he needed to know. Five years was a long time, especially if she believed he was dead.

      The heavy footfalls of marching soldiers thudded on the cobblestones. When they passed the alley, their mail clattering as they went, he waited until the sounds faded and disappeared down the street.

      There were quite a few patrols here. Of course, with the amount of wealth in this area, he wasn’t at all surprised to see patrols. The people here probably paid extra to the king’s men to ensure they were protected. They might even be in a section of the city where they hired their own guards. Not quite the same level of wealth as someone like Vileforn, who undoubtedly hired his own men, but these residents could pool their resources together. He had seen other neighborhoods employ guards to keep the area safe.

      Jonathan waited another moment, and he looked along the street in either direction, trying to see if there was anything unusual. He had felt something earlier. Jonathan had come to trust his instincts, though since leaving prison, he had begun to wonder if his instincts were even right. He thought they were.

      He positioned himself so that he could see the house where Carinna lived. He couldn’t see it very well from the alley, little more than the outline of the front. Certainly not enough that he could look inside.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Jonathan jumped and spun, pulling a knife from his belt. Matthew stood behind him. “You bastard,” he mumbled. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was asking you the same thing.”

      “You followed me.”

      Matthew shrugged. “I saw you heading to Bartholomew’s shop, so I thought I might see what you learned. I didn’t realize you were coming for her.”

      Jonathan glanced behind him, back along the street. “You knew.”

      “Where she was? No. I didn’t know where to find her, only that she was doing fine.”

      “‘Fine.’”

      “Jonathan, it’s been five years,” Matthew said.

      “I know it has. I lived it.”

      “I know what you’ve lived.”

      “Do you?”

      Matthew stepped back, raising his hand. “Easy. I just came here to—”

      “You just came here because you wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to do anything stupid.” Jonathan turned away and stared toward the house.

      “Are you?”

      “No.”

      “I didn’t think so. Once you get on a job, it’s not like you to make a mistake.”

      Jonathan grunted. “It’s not like me to get involved with an asset either.”

      “Is that all she was to you?” Matthew raised an eyebrow.

      Sighing, Jonathan looked back toward the end of the street. Movement caught his attention and told him that others were navigating along the road, maybe coming in his direction. He had to be careful. “You know it isn’t.”

      “I know.”

      “How has she been?”

      “I told you. I was out of the city for a while, but when I returned I checked on her.” He nodded to Jonathan. “For you. I figured that if I ever found you again, you’d want to know what happened. Learning anything about her has been hard, though. I haven’t heard much, only that she’s been well.”

      “I wish I would have known more about what happened to her while I was in prison.”

      “Would it have changed anything? Would it have made things easier or harder?”

      “Probably both. Doesn’t change that I wanted to know how she was doing.”

      Matthew shrugged. “It is what it is, though. You knew the risks. She knew the risks. And…”

      Jonathan tore his gaze away. He wasn’t going to wait to hear what Matthew had to say. Not that it mattered. All that mattered now was to make sure she truly was fine. It was the only reason he’d come. He took a deep breath and looked back at the street. “I just want to know.”

      “And if she’s in there, if she’s alone, what will that do for you?”

      “Probably nothing.”

      “Probably?”

      “I’m not going to jeopardize the job,” Jonathan said.

      “Good. Because you’ve now got three others involved, and they’re counting on you.”

      “I know.”

      Matthew cocked his head, studying him. “Do you? The old Dragon would have known. The old Dragon would have made sure the crew was ready. I’m not sure about this Dragon.”

      “I got the team together, didn’t I?”

      “With a little help, I might add.”

      Jonathan nodded. “With a little help.”

      “It’s almost like you’ve lost a step,” Matthew said. “I hate to say it, but I wonder if you should take on less. Let me handle some of the arrangements.”

      “You know I can’t do that.” Jonathan had made many of these plans. He was the one who had spent five years scheming. The one who wanted revenge.

      He stared for a moment and took a step out into the street, when an older woman and a young child headed toward him. Jonathan strolled down the sidewalk, and he nodded at the woman when she glanced in his direction. She quickened her step, hurrying toward the front door of one of the homes.

      The same home Jonathan had been told was Carinna’s.

      He slowed, and the woman with the child rushed inside. Jonathan went past again, stopping in another alley. He pulled out the piece of paper, unfolded it, and reread the address. This was the same place, but…

      The older woman exited the building and looked in either direction before disappearing. Matthew joined Jonathan in the alley, leaning back on the building.

      “Is it the wrong place?” Jonathan muttered.

      “Because of the kid?”

      He nodded. “And the woman.”

      “Did you get it from Bartholomew?”

      Jonathan held out the piece of paper. “I thought you followed me there.”

      “I did. I just wanted to know if that was your only source.”

      “It was. Why? Is he not as reliable as he once was?”

      “That’s not it at all. In fact, I would almost say he’s even more reliable than before.”

      “So you’re saying that the address has to be valid.”

      “I don’t know that it has to be, but if you got it from Bartholomew, then it almost certainly is.”

      Strange.

      Jonathan waited until a small group of young adults disappeared, then stepped out from the alley and headed toward the home. He paused in front of it, able to see the child inside. The boy was laughing with arms held up as if waiting for someone to pick him up. He was no more than three or four years old.

      Carinna appeared in the window. She smiled and looked down at the child, then lifted him up and twirled him. Jonathan’s heart stopped. He took a deep breath, trying to gather himself and his thoughts, but unable to take his gaze off her.

      She looked so much like she had when he had last seen her. The same beautiful cheeks and full lips. Her dark brown hair was styled differently than it had been before. Five years ago, her hair was long with just a hint of a curl at the ends. Now it was straight and shorter, falling only to her shoulders. A golden band around her neck caught the lantern light inside.

      Her smile for the boy was the same as the one she had once given Jonathan.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      “Come along, Jonathan,” Matthew said.

      “She has a child,” he whispered.

      “It seems that way. Come on.”

      Jonathan couldn’t move. He stood there staring into the window, knowing that he shouldn’t. He should move on, much like Matthew said, but he felt as if he needed to stay, to better understand what had happened with Carinna.

      Matthew pulled on him. Jonathan let him, but not before he saw another figure inside. A man. He had a dark beard and a solid build. He stepped out of the shadows, and he slipped his arm around Carinna’s waist…

      Jonathan finally tore his gaze away. They hurried down the street, and it wasn’t until they were at the next intersection that Matthew released his arm.

      “She moved on, Jonathan. Five years.”

      “I know, but look at that child.” He peered back toward the house, his gaze lingering there. “She didn’t even wait.”

      “If you were gone, what choice did she have?”

      “She had a choice, Matthew.”

      “Did she? She was an asset to you. That was how the two of you first met. She didn’t have money of her own. Now look at her. Look at where she’s ended up. She’s lucky. And I know you don’t want to hear this, but I saw her smile. She’s happy, Jonathan.”

      Happy. She was happy.

      Wasn’t that what he wanted?

      In prison, he had thought about her most days. It was hard not to with as much time as he had sitting there, with nothing else to keep him busy other than plan for what he might do when he escaped.

      In all of those thoughts, he had envisioned himself going to Carinna, reuniting with her. The two of them would hug and hold each other. He would touch her face, brush her hair away from her forehead, run his hands down the small of her back the way he once had…

      Jonathan squeezed his eyes shut, shaking those thoughts away. They weren’t to be. Five years was a long time. It was even longer when there was no contact. He thought about everything that had changed. Matthew had matured. Jayna had become more confident, and though he couldn’t help but feel a hint of pride at that, she had gone to the sorcerers and now was a member of the Society. The one thing he had not wanted was for Carinna to change. He had hoped to go back to her, to be able to find what he had left.

      And now he couldn’t. There would be no way for him to do so.

      Jonathan took a deep breath, and he let it out slowly. “I need to know who she’s with.”

      “Will it change anything?”

      Jonathan swallowed. Would it?

      He wanted Carinna happy. He’d just thought that meant it would be with him.

      “I suppose not.”

      “Are you going to be okay?” Matthew asked.

      “I don’t know. Probably. I just can’t help but think about everything I have lost.”

      “Five years.”

      Jonathan let out a heavy sigh. “I know. Five years.”

      Matthew patted him on the arm. “Why don’t we go and get a drink?”

      “I thought we’d agreed that we weren’t going to until the job was over.”

      “I’m thinking maybe you need it.”

      Jonathan let Matthew lead him and pull him farther away from the home, away from Carinna, and away from everything he had wanted at one point. It wasn’t until they were a long way from that section of the city that Jonathan felt as if his heart had finally dislodged from someplace deep in his chest.
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      The room was silent. Still, as Jonathan sat up, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and clutched his head, which pounded from all the ale he and Matthew had drunk, he felt as if he weren’t alone.

      He couldn’t shake that feeling, but he didn’t think there was anybody here with him. He would expect that he would have been alerted to it, but he and Matthew had both consumed far more ale than he had in quite a long time.

      Jonathan sat on the side of the bed, trying to see if he could identify anything in the room as the source of that feeling. There was nothing, though. That wasn’t to say there was nothing in the room, only that he didn’t know why he would feel as if something was here.

      He grabbed his pants off the floor. Had he really just dropped them like that? After he put on his pants and jacket, he blinked and looked around. The room was dark, and he pulled on the window shade, sliding the curtain back.

      Sunlight streamed in. It was much later than he had expected. How long had he been sleeping? More importantly, how long had he and Matthew stayed up the night before?

      He had vague memories of what they had done. The only thing he could really remember was that there had been almost an endless supply of ale, mug after mug coming to the table, enough that he had forgotten how many pints he had.

      That wasn’t like him. Jonathan normally tried to keep track of how much he had been drinking because he wanted to be able to stay in control of himself. Perhaps he had to drink like that. If anything, it would wash away some of the agony of seeing Carinna and her new family in such a way.

      Jonathan stood in the center of the room, looking everywhere. Then he saw it. A white wooden coin the size of his palm, the surface smooth, hard, and heavily lacquered.

      A marker.

      Someone had been here.

      He recognized the symbol. It was the same one he had been given when he’d been instructed to take this job in the first place. The benefactor had been here.

      Jonathan startled into alertness. His head still throbbed, and it took time for him to get his thoughts moving while he tried to force himself to think more clearly. But as he stared at the marker, he knew he needed to get to those thoughts more effectively. He needed clarity of mind.

      He looked toward the door. Locked.

      He searched the room. In the tavern they had chosen to stay at, they didn’t have the largest of quarters, but it was large enough for him to feel comfortable, and clean enough that he didn’t have to worry about the filth found in some other places. He checked inside the wardrobe, but there was nothing other than his clothes hanging there. Jonathan looked underneath the bed and moved the sheets around.

      There wasn’t anybody else here. He was alone.

      Only, he hadn’t been alone the whole night. Could someone have given him the marker while he was still awake, and he’d brought it into the room himself?

      He tried to think back but couldn’t come up with anything. That wasn’t to say nothing had happened. As he tried to think through it, he couldn’t remember much from the night before. Only the drinking. It was possible that, despite all the ale, he had been given the marker while he was sitting in the tavern. At the time, Jonathan might not even have known what it represented.

      He stuffed the marker into his pocket. As he looked around, he wobbled for a moment. Once he took a seat on the bed, he clutched his head. Nausea rolled through him. He needed a drink—water, preferably. And even though he had spent the night consuming ale, it had done nothing to wash away the memories of what he had seen the day before.

      He had lost Carinna. Unlike with the others, losing her felt more painful. Partly that had to do with the fact that she wasn’t gone. Not like Grayson was. She was just no longer his. Not that she’d ever been. Not really. Still, Jonathan had believed that there was a future for them.

      And now…

      Now he had nothing.

      Five years. He kept coming back to that.

      Was it worth it?

      The people he had worried about in prison were doing well without him. That was a strange thing to think about. His sister had progressed through the Sorcerers’ Society and had taken a job that paid her well. Carinna seemed happy with her new family—a son and a husband.

      But it was the people he hadn’t worried about that had suffered most. Grayson. Burton. Other members of the crew. Only Matthew still did well.

      He waited for the nausea to pass. It took a few moments, but when it finally did, he got to his feet and headed out of his room. Jonathan stopped in the tavern and looked around. He didn’t see anyone he recognized. Matthew wasn’t here, though he probably handled his ale better and didn’t suffer the same way Jonathan did. Knowing him, he was probably off scouting or trying to acquire something they would need for the job. The others weren’t here either.

      The team needed him. He had made plans, and it was his planning that had drawn everybody into this job. He had to find a way to complete it without getting any of them into more danger.

      On his way through the tavern, he nodded to a waitress he recognized, before stepping into the street and the bright—almost blinding—sunlight. He shaded his eyes as he worked his way up the street, trying to stay hidden in the shadows. Maybe he should have rested longer.

      He once again found himself drawn toward Vileforn’s residence, the same way he was compelled to go most days. It was his fault, really. Jonathan had taken the job and broken into Vileforn’s warehouse years ago, but it was because Vileforn had wanted vengeance that Jonathan had been imprisoned for as long as he had.

      Had he not been in prison all that time, what would have been different? Maybe he wouldn’t have lost Carinna. Maybe he would have been able to maintain a relationship with his sister. Maybe he would have…

      Jonathan tried not to think about what might have been. That did him no good. All it did was make him feel worse. He pushed those thoughts aside, focusing instead on what he could do.

      Vileforn.

      That was what this was all about.

      Matthew was right. They needed to focus on the job ahead of them, and Jonathan needed to have some greater clarity of the task before them. His hand drifted into his pocket, and he pulled the latest marker out, holding it down at his waist as he looked at it. In the sunlight, the lacquered finish gleamed. The carving on its surface was a circle with a triangle through it. The writing along the perimeter was difficult for him to read, etched in a language he didn’t recognize. A strange choice for a marker, but he’d identified what it was immediately.

      Increasingly, he thought these markers signaled how much time they had to pull the job, but why would somebody be leaving them for him?

      Jonathan sighed. He had to focus. Slipping the coin back into his pocket, he stared ahead of him. He didn’t see anything from Vileforn’s home, but soon they would have to come to terms with what they were going to have to do.

      As he watched, movement caught his attention. Nearly a dozen guards clustered near the entrance, all mounted atop sleek, armored stallions and carrying swords. The procession left the palace.

      Strange. In the many times he had watched Vileforn’s home, he’d never seen anything quite like that before. He had seen people leaving the grounds on foot, soldiers marching around it, even sorcerers like his sister coming and going, but he had never seen a mounted procession.

      At the center of the procession was a dark-haired man wearing a forest-green jacket and royal-blue pants. The others flanked him.

      Vileforn.

      Jonathan was drawn forward. He knew he shouldn’t move and that he should stay at a distance. He didn’t need Vileforn to see him, even if the man would not recognize him. Jonathan continued creeping forward, and he reached the end of the street where he could see more clearly.

      The procession moved slowly through the city. It wasn’t as if Vileforn worried about drawing attention to himself. He didn’t seem to care that he had an entire procession marching through Ishan.

      And it was coming Jonathan’s way.

      Jonathan hurried to the side of the road. He could watch them, couldn’t he? That wasn’t going to get him into any trouble. The soldiers marched past him first. The horses followed at a languid pace. One of them led a wagon with a trunk strapped to it.

      Two robed sorcerers sat mounted on horseback behind Vileforn. Neither was Jonathan’s sister. He wasn’t sure what he would’ve done if he’d seen Jayna. She might have recognized that he was here, and then he wouldn’t know whether he would need to hide.

      Three more soldiers took up the rear of the procession, and Jonathan waited until they had moved farther up the street before he turned to follow. He probably shouldn’t do this, but he was curious.

      Jonathan kept his gaze on the trunk. Knowing Vileforn, he had a pretty strong suspicion as to what was inside. What he didn’t know was why Vileforn would be carrying coin through the city.

      This all went back to Matthew’s question, and his suggestion that they needed to better understand why Vileforn had all that gold hidden in his vault. Somebody like Vileforn, who had status and standing in the city, wouldn’t necessarily take a risk like that.

      He turned a corner, and the procession headed toward the wall that served as the border of the city.

      What was going on here? Why was he leaving with a trunk that Jonathan suspected was full of gold? From what he had seen before, he knew that there had to be a considerable amount of gold in Vileforn’s palace, so this one trunk wasn’t going to reduce the amount that he and the crew hoped to acquire by much, but he still couldn’t help question what was happening.

      If only they were ready to do the job now. It would be a good time to break into the palace, with Vileforn gone and two fewer sorcerers there now than at any other time. And with the number of soldiers he saw, the protections available to defend the home had been reduced significantly too.

      They weren’t ready, but he could still learn something.

      He followed the procession. When they reached the road leading out of the city, Jonathan paused. This time of day, the gates were thrown open, and there were no restrictions on who could leave the city. Crowds of people streamed in and out of the gates, some on foot, others on horseback, and still more in wagons. They parted around Vileforn’s procession as it marched slowly out the gates and then beyond.

      Jonathan kept pace and stayed with them, though at a distance. Once he was outside the city walls, he glanced back. The wall obscured much of Ishan at this distance. The only thing he could really see well was the Sorcerers’ Society and its domed blue roof that shone in the sunlight. That, and the king’s palace that stood on a hillside, towering over even the Society. There was no sign of Vileforn’s residence. For all his intention of trying to give the appearance of wealth, he still couldn’t outdo the king.

      Outside the city, a sense of quiet helped ease Jonathan’s pounding headache. There wasn’t the same noise and chaos as there was within the walls, which was a change for him. He had always considered himself a city person, enjoying the hubbub that came with living in a busy place, but maybe this was one more thing that had changed during his time in prison.

      When the procession turned off the main road onto a narrow trail that led into the nearby forest, Jonathan slowed, frowning. Why would Vileforn be heading out there? In fact, why would he leave the city at all? He was obviously concerned about his safety, given the contingent of guards and the two sorcerers.

      And Jonathan had only his belt knife on him.

      Still, this was an opportunity to learn something about Vileforn.

      Jonathan hurried forward and slipped between trees, jumped over fallen logs, and tried to keep his footsteps quiet. In the distance, he could see the caravan as flashes of shadows, and thankfully they weren’t marching quickly. If he moved carefully, he could reach them without letting them see him. As he caught up to the procession, he was grateful that his sister wasn’t part of this. He didn’t need Jayna to know he had followed Vileforn out here. With Jonathan’s luck, she’d probably have some way of sensing his presence.

      He stayed hidden in the shadows as he moved from tree to tree. None of Vileforn’s soldiers branched out into the forest itself, preferring to stay around the procession on the road, guarding it as if no dangers would come from the forest itself. He couldn’t see the sorcerers, though from the tingling and tension he felt on his arms, he knew they were there.

      When he noticed a man positioned between a pair of trees, Jonathan froze. He had to be careful. He used one of the enormous trunks to block himself, before slipping carefully forward.

      The caravan stopped, as if they were waiting for something. He paused too, and though he had no idea what he had come across, the timing was certainly suspect. Jonathan didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      Another procession appeared. Five men on horseback rode toward them, though they were moving faster than Vileforn’s group. As Jonathan watched, he realized it wasn’t five men. One of them was a woman: the lead rider.

      She was dressed in black leathers, and her raven-black hair was tied back. Two swords were strapped to her sides. There was something about her posture and demeanor that screamed danger. Jonathan could almost make out a symbol on her lapel that was embossed there, but he couldn’t see it from this vantage. He needed to get closer.

      As he slipped around the trees and darted toward an opening where he might be able to see things better, Vileforn nodded to one of the sorcerers. They lifted the trunk off the back of the wagon and set it on the ground in front of the lead rider. She gestured to it, and the sorcerer flipped the lid open. Even from here, Jonathan could tell that gold filled the trunk.

      The woman nodded and handed the sorcerer a roll of parchment. They carried it back to Vileforn, who unrolled it briefly before tucking it back into a saddle.

      What was this? Something wasn’t quite right.

      Jonathan couldn’t see well enough from where he was, but he didn’t dare get closer. If he separated from the shelter of the trees, someone would see him. It was better to stay hidden. If he had made even the slightest of preparations, Jonathan would’ve brought enchantments that could’ve concealed him. Or better yet, one that would’ve given him better eyesight so he could see clearly from a distance.

      Two of the riders lifted the trunk and strapped it between their horses. The group turned and then headed away. Jonathan found himself staring at the woman as they disappeared.

      Vileforn’s procession turned carefully, then made their way back toward the city. Jonathan lingered, staring for a long time, half expecting that someone else might emerge from the trees. Only when he was convinced that the procession had completely disappeared did Jonathan walk out of the trees’ shadows and head to the edge of the forest, where he saw Vileforn’s caravan return to the city.

      Jonathan waited a few more moments, and then he jogged back toward the road leading into Ishan. As he ran, he had a feeling that he was being followed, but he saw nothing as he looked backward. It wasn’t until he was within the city walls that he finally relaxed.

      He hurried back to the tavern. Matthew sat at a table, and Jonathan dropped down across from him.

      “Where are you coming from? After a night like we had, I would’ve expected you to still be sleeping,” Matthew said. “Gods, I barely just got up.”

      Jonathan smiled to himself. “Not all of us need quite as much beauty sleep as you do. Besides, I found something.”

      “What did you find?”

      “Vileforn.”

      Matthew crossed his arms over his chest, regarding him with a disapproving stare. “What do you mean, you found Vileforn?”

      “When I got up and no one was here, I headed out and found myself scouting around Vileforn’s palace. He left with his soldiers and two of his sorcerers.”

      “They left? If we could time it—”

      “I thought about that, but it would be unpredictable. And that’s not the part I wanted you to know.”

      “Then what was it?”

      “He and his procession left with a trunk filled with gold.”

      Matthew frowned. “Why would he have done that?”

      “A great question, and that was the reason I followed. He headed out of the city and into the forest.”

      “Vileforn went to the forest?”

      Jonathan clenched his hand. Was that a hint of tingling along his skin? Maybe some magic, but he didn’t think there was anyone here using it. “Just to the edge of the forest. I know you suggested that there might be something more taking place, but I hadn’t thought to look into it.”

      Matthew grunted. “It’s one more thing we have to plan for, Jonathan. We can’t sit back and run the risk of getting caught off guard by some unknown element of this job.”

      “I know. Which is part of the reason why I followed him. He met with soldiers. I haven’t seen anything like them before. They were dressed in black leathers and led by a woman with two swords. I thought I could see some symbol on their leathers, but I couldn’t get close enough to make anything out.”

      Matthew had said the world had changed while Jonathan was in prison, but he hadn’t expected it to change so much.

      “Did you hear anything?”

      “Vileforn gave them the gold, and they gave him a rolled parchment. I think we need to figure out what that was about.”

      “By that, you mean me,” Matthew said, and Jonathan nodded. “How much do you think he’s taking out of the city?”

      “I don’t know. One trunk isn’t going to change the dynamics of the job that much, but if he’s moving money, there are other elements involved. That means the complexity of the job changes.” More than that, it might mean the timing of the job needed to change. He had thought they would have plenty of time to prepare and bring the team together in order to pull the job. But if there was something going on here with Vileforn and his money, they might not have that time.

      “I don’t like this, Jonathan. I don’t like operating on somebody else’s timeline.”

      “We’re not going to take any unnecessary risks.”

      Matthew arched a brow.

      Jonathan leaned back, reaching his hand into his pocket and feeling for the wooden coin. Despite what he told Matthew, he couldn’t help feeling as if they would have no choice but to rush.
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      The tavern was quiet, though Jonathan had wandered the streets and patrolled past Vileforn’s palace a few times to scout before returning and waiting. He had been tempted to secure storage for their inevitable success but had not yet done that either. It was one more aspect of planning that needed to happen.

      When Matthew returned to the tavern, he leaned on one of the chairs and swept his gaze around. “You were right. They’re moving money out of the city. Doing so in regular intervals, even. I saw another procession. Several, in fact.”

      “Another one? Was Vileforn there?” Jonathan was careful to keep his voice pitched low, not wanting anyone else to know what they were planning, but no one else was here this early in the morning.

      “No. It was just a procession of guards that headed out to the forest. I followed them like you did.”

      “Did you see a trunk?”

      “No trunk, but they disappeared from the city for a while.”

      Jonathan squeezed his eyes shut, thinking through it. “Maybe they were just looking for something. If there wasn’t a trunk, then it means that no money changed hands. At least, not yet.” That didn’t mean it wouldn’t take place soon. Based on everything he had seen, he suspected there would be transactions happening at any minute, and they needed to be prepared.

      “I’ve been checking with some of my contacts to see if I can’t learn anything more about the soldiers who went to the forest. So far I haven’t come up with anything.”

      “Then I’m going to have to do some reconnaissance. I need to get close to the palace, and I’ll probably have to bring Elizabeth with me. Besides, it’s probably time that we start testing them, right?”

      Matthew let out a heavy sigh. “I guess I’ll have to keep digging for information about the vault. If we have a limited timescale, we’re going to have to come up with a plan quickly.” He looked up, his eyes narrowing, but he didn’t say anything more.

      Jonathan knew that Matthew wanted to warn him that the job was getting more dangerous. He knew that it was.

      Once he finished his meal, he headed back to his room and started getting dressed.

      He froze. On the table was another coin. A marker, much like the one he still had in his pocket, only there was a different symbol on this one. A full moon.

      The full moon was only two days away.

      Was that when they wanted the job done?

      The benefactor had been pushing more lately, but having seen that Vileforn had started moving money, he wondered if maybe there really was an urgency—only the crew wasn’t ready. Jonathan wasn’t even ready.

      Heading back out, he wandered over toward the slums and found Elizabeth out in the streets. She was easy to find these days, especially as he knew that she was often near the edge of the slums, practicing her facade. The people around her didn’t seem to mind, and no one bothered her.

      This time, the facade looked like a house, tiny and with nothing extravagant. Somehow she even made it look as if smoke drifted up from the chimney. Jonathan stepped forward, slipping beyond the border of the facade, and found Elizabeth “inside.”

      “Nice work,” he said.

      She looked over at him with a scowl. “You were able to see past it?”

      “There were a few telltale signs that this was a facade.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, to start with, a facade often has a hint of a ripple along its edges. I haven’t seen too many that manage to avoid the ripple. Not that I can make a facade, but from what I understand, you have to smooth out the perimeter. It’s difficult, even for those who are the most experienced. It’s something the man who taught me about sneaks and their facades helped me learn about.”

      “You saw a ripple?”

      Jonathan shook his head, grinning. “I saw a house that looked out of place.”

      “That’s something your friend taught you about?”

      Jonathan nodded. “Early on. He… well, he is—or was—the most skilled sneak that I’d ever been around. He said he saw something in me, so decided to work with me to get experience. Then when I got experience, he helped me get the reputation I needed to run a team. Without him, there would have never been a Dragon.”

      Thinking of Grayson like that left him with a bittersweet feeling. He missed the old man and had thought that he’d have a chance to see him—and talk to him again—after he got out of prison.

      “No one has ever helped me,” Elizabeth muttered.

      “That’s why we’re here.”

      “You don’t want to help me. You want me to help you.”

      “That’s a part of it, but we want to bring along the team. You do this, gain experience, and we’ll help you keep developing. How does that sound?”

      “Anything to get me out of here,” she said after a moment of pause.

      “Is it that bad?”

      She looked behind them, deeper into the slums. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Jonathan had a feeling that it was even worse that what he imagined. She’d made a comment or two about what she’d been through, but he’d not pieced it together the way that he should. And maybe the way that he needed so that he could understand who he was bringing into his team.

      “Anyway,” she grunted, and with a shift of her hand, the facade faded. Once again they were out in the streets, at the edge of the slums, and Elizabeth stood across from him with her arms crossed over her chest. “Are we going to do this job or no?”

      “Soon,” Jonathan said. “I need your help with reconnaissance.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That means we are going to get close to the palace and watch the guards. We’re going to test how well your facade works and see if there is anything we need to do differently as we approach. How do you feel about that?”

      Elizabeth looked along the street, her gaze lingering in the distance for a moment before she turned back to him. “I suppose it’s better than what we’ve been doing so far.”

      “We haven’t really been doing anything so far.”

      “That’s my point,” she said. “When do we go?”

      “How about now?”

      She nodded but stared off again, and Jonathan followed where she was looking. Children played in the street, and several groups of people were out, but he didn’t see anything else that told him what she was watching.

      They made their way toward Vileforn’s palace. Jonathan remained on edge, concerned that they might encounter magic, but other than the occasional tension of his skin that suggested minor magic or enchantments, he didn’t detect anything.

      When they reached their destination, he slowed and glanced over to Elizabeth. “Are you ready?”

      With a nod, she formed her facade. The energy of it washed over him, leaving his skin tingling. It reminded him of how Grayson had created his illusions, and the power he’d used.

      “Now hold it,” he whispered.

      Facades weren’t meant to conceal sound. They could use enchantments for that, but he needed to test how well she could hold this without relying on other enchantments.

      He moved carefully, motioning for her to follow. Grayson had taught him how to move within a facade—sliding the feet and shifting, little more than that, so that the facade could move with him and not be disrupted.

      As he glided along, he looked over to Elizabeth. She had her jaw set in concentration and her gaze fixed straight ahead of her. A bead of sweat had formed on her brow.

      He didn’t say anything as they took another step. As she slipped forward, Jonathan could feel the facade stutter. It was the only way he could describe it. There was a flicker, as if she were losing control over it.

      They had made it close to the palace, and now they had to scout. Count soldiers. That was the real reason they were here. They needed to try to figure out how many soldiers there were and how many would be on patrol. When they determined that, Jonathan could look for patterns, though he had already started doing so.

      Jonathan kept his eye on Elizabeth, wanting to ensure that she could hold the facade without too much of a struggle. Grayson had warned him that facades took considerable energy, and if the sneak wasn’t strong enough, it could exhaust them quickly. Ultimately, it could be dangerous. He didn’t want her to get injured just testing her facade.

      But it held. The guards didn’t react to their presence.

      “How long do you need me to hold on to it?” she asked.

      “We’re mostly just trying to get a sense of how many guards there are, and whether there’s anything else here to be concerned about. I’m looking for patterns, but I can’t spot patterns from a distance. So I suppose I need you to keep it up as long as you can.”

      Elizabeth took a deep breath, and when she let it out, she clenched her jaw again. She wasn’t going to be able to maintain the illusion for too long, which meant that moving outside the palace was going to be a challenge. But moving inside was going to be even more of one. They needed to be concealed once they were inside just as much as they needed to be concealed outside. Getting into the palace was the first step, and once they made it in, then they could begin to try to figure out what else they might run into.

      They moved along the wall. Every so often, a pair of guards walked near them, though not near enough that he worried they would run into each other. Jonathan studied the guards, noting the emblem on their shoulders.

      It wasn’t that of the kingdom. Interesting.

      He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised that Vileforn would hire outside soldiers, but it did surprise him that they would operate so openly. Mercenaries weren’t generally tolerated within the city. At least, they hadn’t been. Maybe that was one more thing that had changed.

      Each time the guards approached, Elizabeth stiffened. She held on to the facade as tightly as she could, though he worried she was tensing too much.

      Jonathan touched her shoulder. “Easy,” he whispered.

      “How can I relax when they’re so close to us?”

      He leaned close to her. “This is no different than what you have done before. Just think of it as if you’re back in your home, creating the facades you always have.”

      “I can’t die there.”

      “That’s not true. Things could go wrong anywhere.”

      She shot him a look, and Jonathan shrugged. He was trying to put her at ease, though it didn’t seem like he was accomplishing his goal.

      When the guards moved past, the two of them started forward again. Jonathan kept close to her, and he followed as they made a slow but steady circuit around the palace’s outer wall. They paused periodically, letting more soldiers pass.

      Over time, Jonathan noticed a pattern to their movements. A few minutes would go by before the guards patrolled again—a narrow window, and certainly too narrow for them to be able to sneak in easily. They would have to be quick but cautious, and Elizabeth would have to maintain the facade long enough.

      Sweat streamed down her brow, and he couldn’t help but wonder if she was going to be able to do it. It seemed to take a lot out of her for them to even move through here. This was just two of them. When they added three more…

      They might need another sneak. He hadn’t considered it before, but having a second one might help take some of the strain off her. Adding another sneak might complicate the issue, but it could also provide a benefit. If he could find somebody who had more experience, they might help Elizabeth learn how to control her facade better.

      Jonathan made a mental note and moved down the street with her, then they paused again. They stood near the entrance to the palace. From here, a narrow gate opened. It wouldn’t be wide enough for more than two people to go through at one time. Holding it open would require Elizabeth to keep her facade intact as they all passed through.

      “I’m not so sure about this,” she whispered.

      “I understand.”

      She looked over to him. “I’m having a hard time.”

      Jonathan nodded. “I know.”

      “How long do I have to prepare? I think if I can practice for another week or two…”

      Jonathan squeezed his eyes shut, reached into his pocket, and felt for the marker. The full moon. If only they had until the next full moon, but that wasn’t the message. Two days. He wasn’t going to tell Elizabeth that. He would have to come up with another strategy.

      “Why don’t we see if we can’t figure out anything else about these patrols?” he said.

      They waited until a pair of guards moved by and then hurried past the gate, reaching another section of the wall. Jonathan lingered for a moment, looking over to Elizabeth. She licked her lips as sweat continued to pour down her brow.

      This was getting to be too much for her.

      He tapped her on the arm. “We can go.”

      “Have you gotten what you needed?”

      “I think so.”

      Relief washed over her face.

      They turned around, pausing between another pair of guards and making sure that they had an opening so they could hurry through. When they were far enough away, Elizabeth rushed forward. Jonathan raced after her. Moving that quickly would cause the facade to flicker a little bit. Not much, but just enough that he worried it might be seen. When they crossed the street, he guided them to an alley barely in time. He felt the facade fade.

      “That was more challenging than I anticipated,” she whispered.

      “Probably because we did it in the daylight,” Jonathan said.

      He should’ve waited until nighttime, but they needed to know. At night, she wouldn’t have to mask quite as much. She could use the darkness to ensure their safety.

      “Why don’t you go and get some rest? We can meet back at the tavern this afternoon.” He grabbed a silver coin from his pocket and handed it to her. “Get some food too.”

      She didn’t hesitate to take it. Elizabeth stepped out of the alley and wandered away. Jonathan watched, waiting. He wished there would be another way to do this job, but he didn’t know if there would be.

      Walking toward the mouth of the alley, he stared at Vileforn’s palace and watched the guards move around, trying to see if he could identify anything more to the pattern. Other than the steadiness to the patrols, Jonathan didn’t see anything useful.

      Patterns were important, especially with this. The difference was going to be what patrol pattern they came across at night. Jonathan had been watching both day and night, and as far as he had seen, there hadn’t been a significant difference between the patterns. That didn’t mean the guards didn’t change their routine, only that he hadn’t seen it.

      What they really needed was a break. If he could find another time when Vileforn left the palace with a heavy guard, much like when he had left with the procession, then they might be able to use that. They wouldn’t have as many patrols.

      He knew they couldn’t count on that, unless they could figure out who Vileforn was meeting with and try to arrange another one. If they were able to do that, then maybe Jonathan could draw him away, as well as the guards and a couple of sorcerers. That would make it much easier for them to break in. Finding that would be the trick. If only they could trigger it, somehow. Jonathan didn’t know what that would entail. He would have to discuss with Matthew.

      In the distance, a sorcerer came through the gate. Jonathan watched for a moment and realized it was his sister. Tearing his gaze from her, he started away. He suspected she had some way of detecting him and his presence, much like he had a way of detecting magic, and he didn’t want to give her any reason to come looking for him and ask him why he was here.

      He hurried, and as he raced through the streets—while being careful to stay in the shadows of the nearby buildings—he tried not to think about the tingling along his skin that left his hairs standing on end. He ignored the building tension that suggested magic was chasing him, as well as the growing worry that Jayna would learn of his plans.
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      Jonathan didn’t relax until he made it all the way back to the tavern. There was more activity inside today, with loud music playing. Dancers stomped their feet and clapped their hands to the rhythm.

      The table of men gaming in the back was empty. He took a seat at the table, waving over one of the waitresses and ordering a mug of ale. So much for his commitment not to drink too much alcohol until the job was over. Who could blame him, though? He had gone years without having anything to drink.

      Every so often, he thought he caught sight of rippling around the edge of the room and wondered if perhaps Elizabeth was there. She was getting better with her facade, but she was still noticeable any time she attempted to place it. It wasn’t perfect, and Jonathan increasingly came to believe that it never would be.

      He knew what Grayson would say. The old man had been stubborn, but also one of the brightest minds that Jonathan had worked with. He was the reason Jonathan had learned how to plan through any job he wanted. He was also the reason Jonathan had become the Dragon.

      They had sat over a game of cards one night, Grayson playing two hands while Jonathan struggled with one, when he’d given Jonathan one of the best pieces of advice he had ever heard. Grayson had never liked planning the jobs himself, though he was always instrumental in that process. He’d been more content with being the sneak, even though he could’ve been the boss. His hair was cut short, as it often was, his cheeks ruddy from the drink. They’d been up all night, giddy after another successful job.

      “You doing well, Dragon,” Grayson said.

      “I don’t need you calling me that.”

      Grayson chuckled, playing one of the cards from his left hand. Jonathan had long ago stopped questioning whether Grayson was using a facade on the cards to win. Jonathan thought it possible, but he had no proof. And because of that, he had to assume that the man wasn’t cheating, despite thinking he was.

      “I figured you liked the nickname. I think it’s actually a pretty good one. Sounds intimidating and all.”

      “I’m not so sure that I need to be intimidating.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that. All men need to be a little intimidating. You’ve got to scare other men into compliance.”

      “That’s not how we make a team.”

      Grayson grunted. “That’s not how we make a team. You got heart. I see it when I look at you and your sister.”

      “I don’t need you looking at her.”

      Grayson played a card, turned it over slowly, and sneered at Jonathan. “I’m old, but I’m not that old.”

      “That’s my sister.”

      “And I’m not that kind of man.” He played another card. “But I’ve seen the way you want to take care of her. You do the same with your team. You take care of them, and that’s a part of what you need to do, but it’s not all of it.”

      “Is that right?” Jonathan asked. It was early in the time they’d been working together, and he had come to know Grayson quite well, but he still found nuggets of information that were useful. “I don’t suppose you have some great insight into what else I need to be doing.”

      Grayson turned another card. He was winning again. “Probably more than you. You know what it takes to make a good facade?”

      “I’m not a sneak.”

      He looked over to Jonathan, his eyes narrowing. “You don’t need to be one to understand the basics. I’ve been chattering on about them to you. Eventually you’re going to have to find somebody else. I’m old, I thought I told you.”

      “I seem to remember you telling me you weren’t that old.”

      “Maybe I did,” he said. He played two cards at once. Jonathan had been absentmindedly playing, mostly because he had no money on this game, and partly because he had no interest in gambling when it was just the two of them. He did it more for Grayson than himself. “Still, there’s going to come a time when you’re going to need to hire another one like me. Maybe even train them yourself.”

      “Is that how you learned?”

      “The streets are tough for men like me. Those with my ability. The Society doesn’t want anything to do with us. They like to believe that we don’t even exist.” His voice had become soft. “And we don’t. Not to them. It forces us to take jobs like I did. Like I do. So there’s no formal training.” He straightened and played two more cards. “You need to start to look for patterns, Dragon. Anything that seems out of the ordinary to that pattern is going to be the key. Sometimes it’s a section of a facade that’s out of place. Sometimes it’s a quirk that seems not quite right. Whatever it is, pay attention to it.”

      “Like I do with jobs.”

      “Something like that. Look for failure points. Anything that seems like a weakness. Turn that into a strength. You don’t want something or someone to force you into making a mistake. It’s no different than playing cards.” He turned another one. “Well, maybe not for you. You aren’t even trying.”

      Jonathan threw up his arms. “What? I’m trying. It’s just that your cards are not any good. Neither is your style of play. You keep watching my hands, but you’re not looking for anything else.”

      Grayson turned more cards, and this time Jonathan saw it. A faint ripple along the edge of the cards.

      Jonathan reached over, grabbed the card, and flipped it over. “You son of a—”

      Grayson barked out a laugh and leaned back, rubbing his knuckle into his eyes. “I pointed it out to you, didn’t I?”

      “Well, I’ve suspected.”

      “Always question.” His voice turned serious. “Even those you know. Even those you trust.”

      “Even you?”

      He grinned. “Especially me.”

      It wasn’t the lack of trust that Jonathan had taken to heart. It was the message about always questioning. Always looking for failure points. From then on, Jonathan had truly become the Dragon. He had started digging into every assignment, looking at it from all possible angles, searching for the ways it could fail. It was how he had evaluated his prison cell, even though he had not been able to get out on his own.

      Jonathan pulled himself from the memory and leaned back, finding himself missing Grayson. Regardless of what Grayson had said, Jonathan trusted Matthew, and he had trusted all of his team. Trust was something he was sorely lacking now, and he would love to have Grayson’s insight too. Not his ability as a sneak, though that would be fantastic as well, but his mind. He had always challenged Jonathan, more so than almost anyone else. And that was what Jonathan truly missed.

      “Mercenaries,” Matthew said, throwing himself down into a chair next to Jonathan. He glanced over at the ale, arching his brow before shrugging. “The people you saw. Mercenaries. That’s what they were.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I tracked them down. It took me a little while, but the description you gave me led me to the information.”

      “There wasn’t much to that description.”

      “A woman with two swords. That’s more than enough.”

      Jonathan frowned, meeting his gaze. “What did you uncover?”

      “The Reland Gor. That’s what they call themselves. I’m not really sure what it means, though I have a sneaking suspicion.”

      “And?”

      “Let’s just say that it isn’t good. If Vileforn is meeting with them, then it tells us that he’s up to something.”

      Jonathan grunted. “We knew he was.”

      “If he’s hiring mercenaries, our next step is to discover why and what he intends to do next.”

      “I’m not so sure you’ll find anything.”

      “Because we won’t have enough money to pay them,” Matthew said.

      “Exactly. He’s bought their silence with the trunks of gold.”

      Jonathan leaned back and pulled the mug of ale closer to him, frowning as he stared into it. “It has to be tied together.”

      “What does?”

      He looked up at Matthew, then shook his head. “Nothing other than his acquiring the gold and keeping it from the king.”

      “I would never have accused him of intending to attack the king.”

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

      He needed to share more with Matthew about the benefactor, but the problem was that he didn’t know whether the timeline he now suspected was real or not. It might not be. And if not, then he had no reason to hurry the team.

      If it was…

      It might not even matter.

      “You still intend to do this.”

      He sighed, thinking about how hard his earlier scouting trip with Elizabeth had been on her. “We might need a backup plan. I’m starting to think we might need to collect enchantments to help us, in case team members aren’t able to perform the job.”

      Matthew frowned, and Jonathan understood. Enchantments required specific purposes in order to use them effectively. He told Matthew what had happened near Vileforn’s.

      Matthew fell silent for a minute, then finally spoke. “It’s going to be too much for her. If it is, then the very first part of the job isn’t going to work. What else do you have in mind?”

      Jonathan leaned forward, looking around the tavern. There weren’t many people here, though it was still early. The rest of the crew hadn’t yet arrived. He needed to get them here as soon as possible to begin preparations, but when they did, would it even matter? Jonathan no longer knew if it would. He didn’t know if the job would work.

      He wanted it to be successful. He wanted it to go well, but Jonathan had a growing concern that it wasn’t going to.

      “We might need another sneak.”

      “Another sneak,” Matthew said. “That’s your plan?”

      “Do you have a different one?”

      “All that’s going to do is confuse things even more. That’s if we can even find somebody willing to work with her.”

      “She just needs to learn how to hold it better. I don’t know how to teach that.”

      Matthew pursed his lips. “You have everything Grayson ever told you. That’s more than she has. Help her with it.”

      “I’m not sure that’s going to be enough.”

      “Then work through the plan better. It’s going to have to be at night, so it might be easier on her than if we tried to do things in the daytime. But once we get through, there remains the real concern that she won’t be able to hold on to the facade while we’re making our way through the palace. Getting past the guards is only one part of the problem. The next step is maintaining the illusion while we get into the vault.”

      “I’m aware of the job,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew tipped his head to the side, frowning. “I know you are, but I also want to remind you of what we’re dealing with. You aren’t considering all aspects of it the way I expect you to.”

      “I’m considering as much of it as I can.”

      Matthew watched him. “There’s something not quite right.”

      “What is it?”

      “You.”

      Jonathan started to smile, but he realized that Matthew wasn’t going along with him. “What about me?”

      “I’m not exactly sure. Maybe it’s just the time you’ve been away. I haven’t said anything before now, though I should have. I should have mentioned something the moment I began to feel this way. It’s your preparation. It’s in the way you assembled the crew.”

      “It’s going to be fine,” Jonathan said.

      “I hope so. For my sake. For yours. Gods, for the rest of them.”

      Jonathan sighed. “Why don’t we focus on the job at hand?”

      He looked up as the door opened, and nodded to the members of their team as they came in. Elizabeth walked in first, no longer looking quite as tired as she had earlier. Leland followed shortly after, and then Heziah.

      “In the meantime,” Jonathan said, “We need to learn as much as we can about the mercenaries. If we can use that…”

      “I will see what I can come up with,” Matthew said.

      “Good. Now I think it’s time for us to practice.”
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      The warehouse was smaller than what Jonathan would’ve preferred, but it was the only place Matthew had managed to acquire that might work. The roof was low enough that Jonathan almost had to duck as he made his way through the open space, but that low roofline also had an added advantage in that it shielded everything, something that reminded him of the pressure they would feel when pulling the job.

      Three dim lanterns lit the space, meant to mimic the streetlight outside. The windows facing the street were shuttered, blocking the remaining daylight from filtering in. The ground was hard-packed earth, and dust drifted up from seemingly everywhere.

      “This place is awful,” Heziah said.

      Matthew scoffed. “From the man who can be found at the Roasted Duck? I think you should withhold your judgment.”

      “At least it had a floor.” Heziah shrugged.

      Jonathan turned to Matthew. “He does have a point.”

      “It was the only building that was available on short notice. I don’t think we can object too much. Besides, it gives us enough of the feel we’re looking for.”

      Jonathan walked over to a section of the wall. It was here that they were going to mimic trying to move past the guards. Matthew had dug the ground and placed several posts in the holes to represent the guards. The only problem with that was that they didn’t move or patrol the same way the guards did, but they would have to suffice.

      “We’re going to do the walk-through,” Jonathan said, looking at rest the crew. In the dim lantern light, he was able to make out their faces mostly only as shadows but not much more than that. “Each of you has a role to play. We have modeled as much as we can to simulate what we’ll encounter. This is an opportunity for us to see how we work together.”

      Heziah glanced over at him before turning to Matthew. “What about the two of you?”

      “What about us?” Matthew asked.

      “The rest of us all have assignments, but what do the two of you have?”

      Matthew turned to Jonathan, irritation flashing in his eyes. Jonathan was thankful that he didn’t say anything. At this point, they needed to build their teamwork, and irritation would not permit that.

      “Anyway,” Jonathan said, purposely ignoring Heziah as he forced a smile. He looked over at Elizabeth and then at Leland. The locksmith looked at the sorcerer every so often, and Jonathan worried whether they were going to be able to keep him in line. “We are going to first give Elizabeth the opportunity to try to create a facade over all of us. We’ll move along the wall with the goal of avoiding those posts, which will be our guards.”

      Heziah laughed a little too loudly.

      Jonathan frowned at him. “What’s the issue?”

      “This is your plan?”

      “The plan is that we will practice. If you have any problem with that, get it out now.”

      Heziah waved his hand. “Oh, no. No problem whatsoever. You do what you think is necessary.”

      Jonathan shared another look with Matthew before turning to Elizabeth. “When we were out earlier, you were dealing with bright sunlight. I thought if we could model how it might be when we do the job at night, then you might not have as much difficulty.”

      “She had difficulty?” Leland asked.

      “In the sunlight,” Jonathan said. “While moving.”

      “Won’t we be moving for this job? I thought the plan was that we would be sneaking along the wall and then into the palace grounds. To me, that seems like we have to be moving.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “We’ll be moving, but we also won’t have the same amount of light to deal with. From what I understand of facades, the brighter it is, the more complicated it is to hold on to them.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “That’s true.”

      “Only because you can’t hold the light,” Heziah said.

      Jonathan turned to him. “Now what?”

      “I just told you.” Heziah threw his hands up and turned away, muttering under his breath.

      Jonathan faced Elizabeth again. Now wasn’t the time to wait for Heziah. He had to move forward, and he’d deal with issues with Heziah as they came up. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded slowly. “I think I am.”

      They walked to one end of the wall and waited. The five of them squeezed in together, and Elizabeth looked over to Jonathan before pulling on a facade. The effect was subtle, coming as a slight tingle across his skin, little more than a hint of pressure. That was all that told him that her facade took hold.

      They moved carefully along the wall. Every so often they would pause, mimicking what it would be like when they had to deal with the guards’ patrol routes and wait for the guards to pass the group. Jonathan moved forward, and he glanced over to Elizabeth. She had a determined set to her jaw, the same way she had when they’d been out in the sunlight.

      As they walked slowly, he realized something: they didn’t have anybody to observe whether this facade was effective.

      “Keep moving,” he said. “One of us needs to see if this is even working.”

      Jonathan stepped back toward the center of the warehouse and looked at the wall. From where he stood, he wasn’t able to make out much of anything. It looked as if there was a blank section of wall. He could see a hint of a ripple, but little more than that. It was faint enough that it might only be imagined, though Jonathan had enough experience seeing similar things that he knew exactly where the outline of the facade was.

      “You have to smooth the edges more,” he said.

      “I’m trying,” Elizabeth snapped.

      She might be trying, but she wasn’t holding on to it as effectively as she needed to. Even as she moved, that ripple began to move with her. In the dim light of the warehouse, Jonathan could make out the subtle change, and it was enough that someone who was watching for it would be able to easily see it.

      Worse, he suspected that sorcerers would have ways of monitoring for magic like hers. If that were the case, then he had to be more concerned that the subtle movement wouldn’t be little at all. If the facade were to ripple in a way that was obvious to others, then they had to be more careful.

      How could he instruct her without upsetting her? They didn’t have much time to keep at this. He needed her to get it down, and until she did…

      Jonathan took a step toward the facade. When he reached the area of the ripple, he waved his hand over it. “Right here. I can feel the ripple here. Can you see what I’m doing?”

      “I can,” she said, tension in her voice. She wasn’t going to be able to maintain the illusion for much longer.

      “What you need to do is see if you can smooth it out,” he told her again. “I know it’s difficult, but I think that if you can smooth the edges, they won’t be quite as obvious to anyone looking.”

      “Who would even be looking for this?” Heziah said. “It’s not like the guards at the palace will be watching for it.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Anyone who has experienced previous incursions will be alerted to the possibility that another one might come. Dealing with sneaks is a part of that, and it’s something Vileforn will be ready for.”

      “You seem to think he’s going to be on edge.”

      It wasn’t just that, though Vileforn’s nerves might be part of it. If the man was moving funds out of the city, he was making preparations, though Jonathan didn’t know what they were for. They had to make their own plans for any other contingencies.

      “Sorcerers,” Jonathan said. “That’s what we have to be prepared for.” He looked over to Elizabeth. “Let’s just get this right.”

      “I’m trying to. It’s… It’s hard.”

      The group moved farther along the wall, and the ripple shifted again, sliding with her. Jonathan motioned where he saw it, and he could feel it as she attempted to smooth it out. The faint pressure on his skin made his hairs practically stand at attention, and then the rippling eased.

      Jonathan nodded, just as the facade crumbled. The crew stood exposed once more.

      Elizabeth breathed out, shaking a little bit. “I held it as long as I could,” she said softly.

      “You did great.”

      “Great?” Heziah waved his hand. “What was so great about that? If we were near the entrance to the palace, we would have been caught.”

      “If you think you can do better, then go ahead,” she said.

      “You know, I will.” With that, Heziah created his own facade, and the magic used made Jonathan’s skin burn.

      Jonathan held out an enchantment toward him. It was little more than a marked stone, but Heziah didn’t need to know that. “Do you see this?”

      “What about it?” Heziah said, releasing the facade.

      “This alerts me to when magic is used. With you drawing as much power as you suddenly did, you’ll alert any sorcerers within the palace that you’re there. The whole purpose of having a sneak is that the type of power they possess is different enough and undetectable enough that even the sorcerers can’t pick up on it.” Jonathan took a step toward him. “If you need to get into a pissing match to prove your power, do it with me, not her.”

      Heziah glared at Jonathan and then walked away from the group.

      “Well, that went well,” Matthew muttered.

      Jonathan ran his hands through his hair. “We have to keep trying.”

      “I get it, I’m just saying that it went about as well as I expect whenever he’s involved.”

      “He’ll be able to help,” Jonathan said.

      “Are you so sure?”

      Jonathan took a deep breath, then let it out. “I hope so.” He turned to Leland. “Are you ready to practice?”

      “Practice what?”

      “We have something we need your assistance with. A demonstration.”

      “Wasn’t that the point when you brought the lock to me?”

      “That was a traditional lock. This is going to be something different.”

      Matthew guided Leland over to a small box that rested by the wall. He crouched down and motioned for Leland to join him at ground level. Jonathan stood behind, watching from above. “This is an enchantment. I hired it out, making sure that the lock was as secure as any physical lock could be.”

      Heziah watched from a distance, and there was an unreadable look in his eyes. He probably wondered why they hadn’t used him for the enchantment, but Matthew had wanted to ensure that it was done right—and that there wouldn’t be any arguing about whether Leland was able to overpower something Heziah had done.

      “I haven’t tried working past an enchantment before,” Leland said.

      “It should be no different,” Matthew said. “It’s just a matter of using your skills to unlock it.”

      “My skills won’t work to get past something like that.”

      Jonathan smiled at him. “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re far more talented than that. You’ll be able to undo the lock—you just have to take the time to do so.”

      Leland ran his hands along the surface of the locked trunk.

      “Do you need us to move away?” Jonathan asked.

      Leland stared at the trunk, and for a moment Jonathan wasn’t sure if he was going to answer. He pressed one hand over the lock and held the other outward. “No.”

      He reached into his pocket, then pulled something out. When he moved the item toward the lock, the trunk began to shake. At first the subtle movements were nothing more than faint trembles, but the longer Leland continued to push the item at the lock, the more the trunk shuddered.

      “Is this the way it’s supposed to go?” Matthew asked.

      “Your enchantment is making it difficult,” Leland said. “I haven’t encountered anything like this before. In my work for the administration, I haven’t needed to try to get past any enchantments. The administration hires plenty of sorcerers to handle that sort of thing.”

      “Think of this as a challenge, nothing more,” Jonathan said.

      “Most locks aren’t a challenge. This one is different. I’m not exactly sure how to unlock it.” Leland forced his hand forward. Whatever he held in it shattered.

      The trunk went still. He stared, resting his hands on the trunk for a few moments before getting to his feet and looking away. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t do it.”

      “That’s fine. We’ll rest and then you can try again.”

      Leland nodded slowly.

      Matthew pulled Jonathan aside. “If he can’t do it, then the next step fails.”

      “I get that.”

      “Do you? Because we’ve now had a sneak who has failed to sneak us in, a locksmith who has failed to get past a lock—”

      “An enchantment.”

      “We don’t know that the locks we come up against won’t be enchanted. For all we know, it’s going to be no different than this.”

      Jonathan sighed as he looked over at the trunk. They might have to use Heziah for that too. Anytime Heziah used magic, they ran the risk of drawing the attention of Vileforn’s sorcerers. Jonathan wasn’t the only one who could detect magic used around him. The sorcerers would have that ability, or some enchantment that would permit the same thing. If they realized that another sorcerer was actively using magic nearby, the crew would likely be caught and captured. They had to get through some of this without using overt magic. The only time they would be able to use magic openly would be when they reached the vault. At that point, sneaking in wouldn’t matter quite as much.

      “Why don’t we see what he can do?” Jonathan said, nodding to their sorcerer.

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Matthew muttered.

      They went over to Heziah, who leaned on a table that held a lantern, with his hands stuffed into his pockets. He looked haggard and spent, but every so often his eyes became clear. Jonathan had been suspecting that Heziah had access to some magic that would help him sober up, but the man would have to use it himself. Jonathan didn’t know if the sorcerer was willing to do that, or if he cared enough. Heziah was here because of the promise of coin, but a sorcerer usually had access to opportunities for money that others did not. He wouldn’t need this job the same way the rest of them did.

      “It’s your turn,” Jonathan said to Heziah.

      “My turn to do what? To prove that you need me more than I need you?”

      “We’re a team,” Matthew said. “All of us are necessary.”

      “It seems some of us are more necessary than others. Why is it again that I’m getting the same cut as everyone else?”

      “Because we’re a—”

      Jonathan put his hand on Matthew’s arm, quieting him. Matthew was helpful in coordinating everything, but he had a temper, and didn’t seem to care much for the sorcerer. Not that Jonathan blamed him. Heziah had proven himself to be more of a pain than what he might be worth. They would have to make it work, though. They needed a sorcerer. Short of asking Jayna—and he didn’t think she’d agree—this was who they had.

      He smiled at Heziah. “We have a few enchantments we need you to break.”

      “Break?”

      Jonathan nodded, motioning to Matthew. “We’ve acquired different enchantments we think are representative of what we might encounter. All we want is for you to break them. Do you think you can do that?”

      Heziah grunted. “Is that it? Here I thought you needed me for something more complicated, but if that’s all you wanted me for, you could have hired a chain breaker for that.”

      “I don’t know what a chain breaker is,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah looked up. “No. Perhaps you don’t. Anyway, if that’s all you need from me, then stand back.”

      Matthew set the enchantments, which were flat stabs of stone, on the ground in a circle, situating them such that they would be easy enough to observe. The magic that had been placed upon them gave them a faint sheen, enough of a glisten that they looked as if they radiated energy. There was no mistaking them for anything other than enchantments. The markings on them were difficult for Jonathan to see in the faint light. Out in brighter sunlight, he thought he might be able to make out some of them, though it depended on the sorcerer who placed them. Most of the time, enchantments were specific to the sorcerer who made them. The power was what mattered, as was the way the creator pressed it into the object to store it.

      Heziah stood in the center of the circle and held his hands down with his palms facing the ground. His entire body went stiff. Power began to build, which Jonathan was aware of as familiar tension along his skin.

      When Heziah pressed downward, he targeted one of the enchantments. It seemed to resist him. He glared at the stone, then cupped his hands together and pressed them downward again. A sizzling energy and a burst of light crackled from his hands, spreading like a bolt of lightning and striking the enchantment. It burned across the surface and lingered there for a moment.

      Jonathan didn’t think anything else was going to happen, but then the enchantment cracked, and a surge of power exploded.

      Heziah grunted, then turned his attention to the next one. He repeated the same movements, and much like the last time he sent a burst of lightning that spread from his hands down to the enchantments. Once again, the power cracked the stone’s surface.

      With the next one, he held his hand out as before, and attempted to send another streak of lightning from him. This time, nothing happened.

      Heziah focused his hands again, bringing them tighter together. The energy building between his palms crackled, a surge of power flowing from one palm to the next. It made the hairs on Jonathan’s arms stand on end. Heziah shot the magic downward, and the power exploded in a burst that struck the enchantment.

      He slumped to his knees.

      “What happened?” Jonathan asked, hurrying over to him.

      “Nothing,” Heziah said, shaking his head. He reached into his cloak, pulled out a flask, and tipped it back.

      Matthew grabbed the flask. “Are you drunk?”

      Heziah glared at him. “I’m not drunk. Maybe you are.”

      “Gods,” Matthew muttered. “And here I thought you were actually trying.”

      “I am trying.”

      “If you were, then you wouldn’t have come intoxicated like this. We need you at your best.”

      “Really? I think you need my power, and I’m giving it to you the way I can. If you don’t like it, you can find somebody else.” Heziah jerked the flask back and took a long drink, then set it down. “That’s right. You can’t. What you want from a sorcerer is such that you can’t reveal what you’re after. Now, if you want my help, get out of my way.”

      Heziah got to his feet, and he tottered for a moment. He pressed his hands together and energy began to build, but it went awry, streaking outward. It shot toward the far side of the warehouse. Toward Leland. The streak of light barely missed the locksmith.

      Jonathan turned to Heziah. “You have to get a handle on your power. You can’t let it go wildly like that.”

      “He’s fine,” Heziah said, gesturing toward Leland.

      “Sober yourself up.”

      “Why?”

      “So that you can do what we need you to.”

      “No,” Heziah said. “All you want is for me to break these enchantments. That’s simple enough when I’m drunk.”

      He dropped to the ground and pressed one palm to a stone, and the enchantment cracked. He crawled to the next one and did the same thing. Heziah made his way toward another, and then he slumped down, collapsing to the ground.

      Jonathan waited for him to get back up, but he didn’t.

      Matthew lifted the one remaining enchantment. “He was almost there.”

      “He can do it,” Jonathan said.

      “If he can stay sober. I don’t even know if we can trust him to do that.”

      Jonathan looked over to where Leland was still crouched from avoiding the attack. Elizabeth sat next to him, staring, though she didn’t seem to be quite as troubled as the others. Jonathan frowned.

      Why wouldn’t she be bothered by all of this?

      “We’ll regroup and try this again later,” he said. “Meet back at the tavern tonight.”

      Leland nodded to Heziah. “Will he be here?” He dusted himself off as he stood.

      “We need him. I’ll see what I can do to get him to sober up.”

      Leland snorted. “Good luck with that. I don’t want to end up in prison just because some sorcerer decided he needs to drink constantly.” He strode out of the warehouse.

      Elizabeth lingered a moment before following him out and disappearing.

      Matthew looked down at Heziah, then turned to Jonathan. “They’re not wrong.”

      “I know they’re not.”

      “Do you really think he can do this?”

      Jonathan glanced at the broken enchantments all around him. “Look at what he was able to do. He has power. You felt it.”

      “I didn’t feel anything. I saw it, and I know you did too. Regardless, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is that we have somebody we can trust and rely on, and I’ll be honest with you, Jonathan. I don’t know that I can trust and rely on him. If it comes down to our safety…”

      “We just have to find a way to get through to him.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “If I can’t, then we have to have a backup.” He started toward the door, and Matthew caught up to him.

      “What will you do with him?”

      “He can stay here. We can seal the door closed with one of your remaining enchantments. If he breaks out, then so be it. Otherwise, he might be able to sober up by the time we get back.”

      Matthew chuckled. “Or he’ll still be out when we return.”

      “That’s a possibility too.”

      Out on the street, they started to walk toward the tavern again, but Jonathan took a detour and headed for the distant sight of Vileforn’s home. He felt drawn to it.

      “What is it, really?” Matthew asked. “You are after more than just the coin. If this is about revenge—”

      “Only a little bit.” Jonathan looked over to him and sighed. It was time to be honest with Matthew. Truly honest. He deserved that from him. His friend had been with him for countless jobs over the years. He pulled one of the markers out of his pocket and handed it over. “This is what it is.”

      Matthew turned the marker over and held it up, and the sunlight reflected against its surface. He paused on the side with the full moon, tracing his finger around it. “I take it that this means something to you?”

      “I told you about the benefactor.”

      “You told me that somebody helped you escape from prison.”

      “Not so much escape as guide my way to freedom. There was a parole hearing. At that hearing, they made it clear I wasn’t going to be freed. At least, that wasn’t the intention. Vileforn had pressed for me to remain imprisoned.”

      “What changed?”

      “They told me that somebody had intervened on my behalf. And ever since I’ve been back in the city, I’ve been encountering markers like this. They seem to be giving me a countdown, but it’s not just that. With every trunk of gold that Vileforn carries out of the city, our cut diminishes.”

      “Do you know who’s doing this?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “I’m not even sure if they want me to do this, or if they’re sending me a warning. To be honest, I have no idea why they would be sending these to me.”

      He fished out another marker from his pocket. He kept all of them together, feeling as if there had to be some reason they were made in such a way. They reminded him of enchantments, but they weren’t the same as the enchantments that could be purchased elsewhere. He traced his finger over the first marker he’d received, then handed it over to Matthew.

      Matthew held the markers side by side and compared the two. “Does this symbol mean something to you?”

      “It’s not really a symbol.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “It’s a message, like the other one.”

      Matthew arched a brow. “What sort of message?”

      “Well, the first one I showed you has a full moon on it.”

      “I see. If that’s what you think.”

      “I do. And that one,” Jonathan said, motioning to the marker he’d been given, “represents the crystal I took—or attempted to take—from Vileforn.”

      “You think they want you to take the crystal again.”

      “That’s my suspicion.”

      “Why be so mysterious about it?” Matthew asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure. It’s almost like they wanted to guide me but didn’t want to be seen as doing so. Does that make any sense?”

      “Not really, but again, none of this really makes sense to me. If they wanted to hire you for a job, then why not just hire you?”

      “I didn’t get hired for this, though,” Jonathan said.

      “What?”

      “When I’ve been hired for jobs before, I have a point of contact. A person to sell whatever we take. In this case, it’s just a marker. Just these.”

      “And you’re concerned that if you do the job, and if we take what you think we are supposed to take, that—”

      “That it won’t even matter. The payment is the vault itself, not the crystal. That wasn’t worth anything to me anyway. Somebody wants it, though, and they don’t want to be seen as wanting it.”

      “Which is why you’ve been pushing for us to do this.”

      “Part of the reason, but since I got that”—he took the marker with the full moon—“I’ve realized we’re on a tighter timeline than I thought.”

      “You think that means we have to do this by the full moon?” Matthew looked up at the sky. The sun still shone overhead, and there was no hint of the moon, but Matthew stared almost as if he could see it. “That means—”

      “It means we have only another day. Two at most.”

      Matthew sighed. “I think it’s time for you to get help.”

      “I have been trying to get help.”

      “Not the kind of help for the job. This is the kind of help you need.”

      Jonathan knew what he was implying, but he didn’t think he could do what Matthew wanted: go to his sister. “I’m not telling her what we’re doing. If she tells him—”

      “You don’t have to go to her and admit what we plan to do. Just give her enough information to see if she can help you.” Matthew patted him on the shoulder. “She wants to help, Jonathan. She was trying to help you while you were in prison. The same as me.” He stepped away and left Jonathan in the middle of the street, still looking out in the distance toward Vileforn’s palace.

      They had to move quickly. Time seemed to be of the essence, but Jonathan also didn’t want to rush the job.

      As he started to turn, he noticed Leland walking up the street. Jonathan didn’t know the man well enough. Really, he didn’t know any of his team well enough except for Matthew.

      He followed Leland as he turned a corner, and the Sorcerers’ Society stood in the distance. Leland went up to the entrance and spoke to somebody.

      A sorcerer.

      Jonathan’s heart sunk. The Society generally stayed out of politics, but the king trusted them in ways he didn’t trust many others. And given the kind of job his team was planning, anyone going to the Society would put them in danger.

      What did Leland think to do by going to them?

      Leland glanced in either direction as he talked, fidgeting with his hands. The sorcerer headed back inside the building, and Leland turned and left. As he walked down the street, he looked over his shoulder. He didn’t seem to see Jonathan watching him.

      Not only had the locksmith failed at opening the enchanted lock, but now he had gone to the Society? It was a complication Jonathan didn’t need.

      The only thing he could think of was that Leland had gone there to report Heziah. They needed Heziah, though. They needed Leland too. And Elizabeth.

      Somehow Jonathan had to find a way to build up his team’s confidence and trust, and he had to do it quickly. How, though?

      He didn’t have those answers. And increasingly, the time to find them was running out.
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      The caravan met up with others just outside of the city. They didn’t even go to the forest’s edge like they had the last time. There were only five with Vileforn’s caravan this time, and the party they met up with had twice that, though Jonathan suspected that there might be even more within the trees.

      Matthew was with him, following him along the edge of the tree line, saying nothing.

      At one point, he slipped off, Jonathan watched until he realized what he was doing. He unsheathed his sword in a quick flick, carving through a man in barely more than a single fluid movement, dropping the unseen archer. When Matthew returned, he shook his head.

      “What was that about?” Jonathan asked.

      Matthew shrugged. “Figured you didn’t want to be inadvertently shot.”

      “So you just cut them down?”

      “There are times when you make hard decisions,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan wanted to argue, but maybe Matthew was right.

      No. There was no maybe about it. Matthew was right.

      Too often, he found himself not willing to make the difficult choice. Even when he had still been in the city, that had been one of his faults. The Dragon was not nearly as ruthless as his namesake would make others think. Jonathan didn’t necessarily mind, as he never wanted to be ruthless, only skilled, but still, he had a reputation to uphold, regardless of how difficult that reputation might be.

      “How many of these have we seen?” he asked Matthew.

      “They’ve done about ten of these transactions,” Matthew said. “So the amount of gold that Vileforn has exchanged has been considerable. If we wait too long…”

      “I know,” Jonathan said.

      The longer they waited, the more gold that Vileforn would spend and the less they would be able to take. That seemed like a minor concern in the grand scheme of things, especially given that he believed there was plenty of gold to go around and that Vileforn’s vault still had abundant wealth to be taken. Still, it did make him question if they needed to have a different sort of urgency.

      Once the transaction was completed, Jonathan debate going after the mercenaries, saying as much to Matthew.

      “There’s too many.”

      “Even for you?”

      Matthew frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s not supposed to mean anything,” Jonathan said. “I just know how skilled you are. That’s all.”

      “Well, skill is one thing, but numbers can make skill a moot point. It might be easier to go after the gold that way, but if we do, we get one run at it. The mercenaries will realize that we’re on to them, and change tactics.”

      “It has to be the vault,” Jonathan said.

      “If you want to get your revenge.”

      It wasn’t only revenge, but the revenge appealed the most to him.

      “Let’s get back to the city,” he said.

      They followed the caravan back into the city, and once they did, they split off, heading their separate ways. Jonathan watched Matthew leave, wondering what he was going off to do, but didn’t question his friend.

      Jonathan wandered.

      He wasn’t sure what called him back toward Vileforn’s palace again, but he stopped on a street leading up to it and watched the guards as they patrolled. The guards patrolled in a pattern, but it now changed. When he’d been in prison, Jonathan had countless hours to sit and study different patterns, trying to make sense of the guards’ patrols, along with the timing and frequency. There was a regularity in Nearnahl. Now he didn’t see anything regular. And perhaps that irregularity was the key.

      Jonathan was good with identifying patterns. That was part of the reason he had been so successful in his chosen line of work. He could use what he noticed to find answers that others weren’t able to come up with. In this case, as he stared, he wasn’t able to see anything he could use.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that something had called him here. He felt as if this was where he needed to be. Jonathan remained where he stood for a moment, then turned around. The rustle of a deep-blue cloak caught his attention, as did the familiar red hair beneath the hood.

      Jonathan turned back and stared at his sister as she approached. “It was you,” he said, snorting.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I could feel it. You called to me. You wanted me to be here.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Did I?”

      “Don’t act like that.”

      She studied him with her arms crossed over her chest and her head tilted to the side, reminding Jonathan of their mother. It had been a long time since he’d thought of her.

      “Act like what?” she said.

      “Did you or did you not call to me?”

      “I have been calling to you frequently.”

      “At least you admit it.”

      “Why is that anything I should keep to myself? You’re my brother, after all, and I want to see you. I want to know that you are well and that you haven’t gotten involved in anything you shouldn’t.”

      “Anything I shouldn’t?” Jonathan said, regarding her. How much did she know? That was his greatest concern. He worried about Jayna learning that he intended to break into the vault, which would then force her to make a choice. He had done that to her in the past, and he didn’t want to force her to do so again.

      “You know what I mean. I felt you here.”

      “If you’ve been calling to me, then it’s not surprising you would feel me here.” How could she have been calling to him other than with her magic?

      She watched him. There was a darkness in her eyes, along with a hardness to the set of her jaw that had not been there five years ago. Jayna had always been the gentle one. It was partly why he had felt a measure of regret in trying to draw her into his line of work, but he had always known that she would be valuable, given her magical ability. Now he wasn’t even sure she could be useful.

      “You need to be careful,” she said. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but I can tell you’re planning something.” She glanced back toward the palace.

      What exactly did she know?

      If Jayna could feel him, it was possible that she knew how often he came through here on his scouting missions. He needed information, and his sister had it. There might be a way to coax her into sharing something that she would not want to otherwise. In order for him to get her to share, he would have to offer some information himself.

      “I saw Vileforn leaving the city,” Jonathan said. “I followed him.” Jayna regarded him with the same unreadable darkness, but he pressed on. “Considering he’s employing my sister, I wanted to know what he was about.”

      “You would have me believe that you are doing all of this for some altruistic purpose?”

      “Not altruistic. For you.”

      “Hmm. I find that ironic, especially considering your attempts to draw me into your line of work.”

      “You would’ve been useful,” Jonathan said, shrugging. “I’m not going to deny that. But I’m happy for you as well. I wanted you to have an opportunity to find something better.”

      It was important that she know he felt that way, but he could tell from her lack of reaction that she didn’t believe him.

      “What was the Academy like?” he asked.

      “Enlightening,” Jayna said.

      “And Matthew tells me you have been active outside the city, and the Academy, while I was gone.”

      There was the slightest change to her expression, little more than that. She was trying to keep something from him.

      “My role within the Society has required me to be proactive,” she said carefully. She twisted the ring on her finger—the one he’d noticed before but couldn’t see clearly. The ring held a ruby, the kind of jewel that he would never have expected her to possess. Then again, she was a sorcerer now, and she would have access to wealth he did not. “Much like I am trying to be proactive now.”

      “With me?”

      “I can see that you need my help. You’ve changed since you went away.”

      “Oh, have I?” He scoffed. “What can you see?” Jonathan didn’t necessarily like asking for her opinion, but she had always been observant. And this was his sister. Someone who had known him longer than anyone else.

      “Just that you still lean on Matthew.”

      “And I shouldn’t?”

      She paused. “You have a good friend there. You should trust him. And he should trust you.”

      “You don’t think he does?” Jonathan asked, smiling. But he watched her as he said it. Her comment hinted that she knew more than she let on. Did she suspect the same thing about Matthew’s ability with the sword that he did? How could she?

      She was a sorcerer. Of course.

      They would have to be more careful.

      “I think if you trusted each other, you could both benefit from it. But who am I to say anything?” She spread her hands. “I’m simply a sorcerer of the Society.” Jayna gave a slight smirk.

      Now he was certain there was something she wasn’t telling him, but he wasn’t exactly sure why. Was it her remark about being simply a sorcerer? Or was it the part about the Society?

      “You should stay away from the palace and Vileforn,” she said. “It’ll be dangerous for you. He wants you back in prison.” She raised her hand. “And don’t worry. He doesn’t know about me. If he did, I would—” Jayna cut herself off before saying what she would do. “Be safe, Jonathan.” She spun and headed back to the palace. What had she been about to say?

      When Jayna was gone, Jonathan frowned to himself. Something she had said struck a chord with him. He had been acting differently, he knew, and maybe that was why he struggled so far. He’d been thinking of everybody in terms of their roles, not as the people they were. He had thought of them as the sneak, the locksmith, and the sorcerer. That was the way Matthew viewed the team, not generally the way Jonathan had to.

      He needed to think of them as Elizabeth and Leland and Heziah.

      And he needed to think about Matthew. He hadn’t fully come to terms with what Matthew had done over the last five years. Jonathan knew it had been about more than just scamming. Whatever he’d done in the time Jonathan was gone had ultimately brought Matthew back here, back to the streets, gaming for coin rather than scheming for it. He had changed as much as anyone.

      Jonathan would do the job. Perhaps he needed to find a way to put his past behind him, though maybe that wasn’t fully possible. He had to find his way with people once again. Remove his own distractions and connect to the crew to help them find success.

      That was what had allowed him to be the Dragon. How he had pulled off dangerous jobs throughout the city. His old team had worked together because they had understood each other. It had started with his relationship with Grayson, but that had extended to others.

      He smiled to himself. Leave it to his sister to be the one to provide the impetus needed for him to know what to do with the rest of his team.

      And it was long past time that he started.
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      It was evening when Jonathan reached the slums, where the buildings were crammed together and melded from one ramshackle hut to another. Garbage piled up throughout the narrow dirt-covered streets. Still, there were the sounds of happy children as they chased each other, kicked a ball around, played with a dog, or danced and sang. Even though the people out here were poor, they were no different than the people anywhere else within the city.

      He made his way through the cramped area, heading toward where he had found Elizabeth before. She hadn’t been at the tavern. Nobody from the crew had shown up. Jonathan had expected that Matthew, at least, would have been there. That Leland and Heziah had not come was less surprising. Jonathan still didn’t know whether Leland had betrayed them, and he would have to deal with that eventually, but not yet. And not now. He needed to do something else first.

      Throughout the entire time walking here, Jonathan had watched for evidence of a ripple or anything that would suggest a facade. Elizabeth was incredibly skilled with her facades, and he figured that she might even be able to conceal what she was doing from him in the fading sunlight, but he didn’t see anything. He reached a group of older children who were talking and laughing. One of them tapped a stick on the ground every so often.

      Jonathan approached them. “I don’t suppose you know Elizabeth Wiggins.”

      A boy turned to him, dust smearing his cheeks. “Who’s asking?”

      “Just a friend?”

      Another kid let out a laugh. “Elizabeth has a friend?”

      The boy with the stick turned, smacked it on the ground, and glared at the other who had laughed. “Let me deal with this. Look at him.”

      Jonathan smiled, knowing what they were angling for. It was the same thing anyone in this section of the city would try. “If you know where she is,” he said, “all I need is to find where to reach her. We were supposed to meet tonight for me to discuss the terms of her employment.”

      The boy with the stick snorted. “Elizabeth had a job?”

      “Has a job. It pays well too.” Jonathan pulled a fistful of coppers out of his pocket and shook them. “Like I said. All I need to know is where to find her.”

      “If she doesn’t show for the job, are you hiring anyone else?”

      Jonathan smiled sadly. “I’m afraid that she has a particular skill set that I’m interested in.”

      “A sneak. I can do the same thing.”

      “Can you?”

      The boy tapped the stick again, and the ground started to shimmer. The change was subtle and faint, little more than a twist of the dirt on the cobblestones, but then it faded again.

      “Very good,” Jonathan said. “Perhaps you could be useful.”

      “See?”

      “Still, I need to visit with Elizabeth before I take anyone else on.”

      The boy pointed. “Her place is down that way. If she’s there. Most of the time she doesn’t stay very long.” Someone behind him laughed.

      “If she’s not in her home, then where would I find her?” Jonathan asked.

      “You can try by the river. She likes to go there from time to time.”

      “Do you know her well?”

      The boy shrugged. “We did. Back when she cared to stay around us. She’s gotten too big for us.”

      That didn’t sound like Elizabeth, unless she was trying to avoid where she’d come from. That might fit her.

      Jonathan flicked the fistful of coins in their direction, before turning and heading down the street. He looked for any sign of a rippling energy that suggested a facade, but he didn’t come across anything. Which meant that either she wasn’t here, or…

      He felt something strange pull on him. He had come to recognize that sensation over time. In this case, he could feel it guiding him toward the river, where the boy had said Elizabeth would often go.

      The slums ended right at the water’s edge. Buildings almost fell into the river itself, trying to occupy as much space as possible. Several women washed clothes in the river or gathered water, but for the most part they left it alone. The rapids made it difficult to spend too much time close to the shoreline, and the rocky drop-off was dangerous. Jonathan found an area of rock that sloped down, and the energy drawing him called him in that direction.

      He picked his way along the rocks until he reached a narrow path. It wasn’t until he felt the energy begin to pick up, building with an increased intensity, that he realized why he was feeling it. A facade.

      “This one is quite skillful,” he said.

      The facade shimmered and then shifted the environment around him. The narrow shoreline broadened, and the rocks towered over him. He looked up. Had he really climbed down them?

      “How did you know I was here?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan smiled at her. “I felt it.”

      “You what?”

      He nodded. “Heziah has been asking about my role. I’m the planner, that’s true, but there’s something else I have a gift for.”

      “You can detect sneaks?”

      “Sneaks. Sorcerers. Other uses of magic. For whatever reason, I’m aware of it. I can’t use any on my own, but I know when it’s used around me.”

      “How?” Elizabeth stepped forward, and the rest of her facade faded.

      He peered up and realized that the top of the rocky edge wasn’t quite as high as he’d believed. That had been a trick as well. She had layered them. That was new.

      “I’m not exactly sure,” he said. “I’ve always seemed to know. I can feel the sense of power. My skin tingles and the hairs on my arm stand on end, but that’s only when there is significant power used around me.”

      “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “Because I figured you’d want to know. I think it’s time we get to know each other a little bit better.”

      There was a hint of tension along his arms, a bit that suggested to Jonathan how she attempted to use her facade, but then it faded.

      “Why?” she asked.

      Jonathan raised his hands as he realized what she feared and shook his head. “Not like that. Gods, no. I just wanted to better understand you, and what’s motivating you. You took the job quickly.”

      “Can you blame me?” She looked back toward the shoreline, and he could practically imagine what she was seeing. “You don’t know what it was like. Every day spent not knowing if rainwater would come through. If you would get enough to eat. If you would have clothing. If your father would…” She looked down.

      Jonathan stepped toward her. “If your father would what?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I think it does. What happened?”

      She glanced up at him. “My father… Well, he isn’t kind. I’ve done whatever I can to stay out of the house, stay away from him. From my mother too. She doesn’t stop him.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you?”

      “I am,” Jonathan said, nodding. “I wouldn’t know what that’s like. My parents died a while ago. I took care of my sister, at least I tried to. I wanted to provide for her. We didn’t have much even when they were alive, but after they passed, we had so little. I saw what others had, the wealth so many flaunted, and I wanted just a taste of it for myself. So I started taking jobs. Then the jobs got bigger. I told myself it was about taking care of Jayna, but after a while, that wasn’t it. It was about me.” In hindsight, maybe Jayna hadn’t needed for him to provide for her. Maybe she had only needed for him to offer her his affection, not to try to pull her into a life of crime. And he had enjoyed what he did, unlike her. She never wanted to be a part of it. “I have tried to do everything in my power to give her a life, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But she didn’t want the life I lead.”

      “Why not?” Elizabeth asked.

      “She disagrees with my line of work and doesn’t approve of it. She would prefer that I take on what she considers honorable employment. I think she views that as what our parents would’ve wanted for us. For me.”

      “Do you miss your parents?”

      Jonathan offered a sad smile. “They died so long ago that I don’t even think about them much. There was a time when everything that drove me was related to them. I wanted to know what happened. If I could get revenge. I wanted to know why the gods could allow them to be taken from us so soon. After a while, I realized that none of it mattered.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because all that mattered was that I continued to look forward. That I found a way to offer my sister the help she needed. She had potential that I never did. I wanted her to find a way to maximize that potential. That’s what all of us need, after all.”

      She turned and looked out over the water. White rapids rushed by barely submerged rocks. “I just want to get out of here.”

      “You will,” Jonathan said.

      “I don’t know. Not anymore.”

      “This job will work. I know it’s hard for you to see now, but I can see it. I know it’s going to work.” Confidence mattered, especially when it came to things like this. “And I’m certain that we will get into the vault. Once we take the gold, you will get out of here.”

      She turned back to him and met his eyes. “What happens if I can’t hold on to the facade long enough?”

      “I believe you can.”

      “You saw what happened near the palace earlier. I could barely maintain it for a little while. And then when we were in the warehouse, even though it was darker, I—”

      Jonathan stepped forward and rested his hand on her arm. “I know. It isn’t easy. What you’re asked to do is to use a difficult skill. I’m well aware of that. I told you about my mentor. This is something that he struggled to do, but I’m sure that you can learn it.”

      “I’m sorry I’m not him,” she said softly.

      “That’s not why I’m telling you this. I think you have considerable potential. He would’ve liked you, I’m sure. He always liked working with young sneaks.”

      “The others don’t like working with me.”

      “They probably fear that you will surpass them and render them useless.” Jonathan chuckled. “Grayson never felt that way. He thought there were enough jobs for all the sneaks in the city. He felt like there was an art to being a sneak, and he wanted to help others learn how to use their ability to the fullest extent.” But then, Grayson had been powerful. Almost more than a sneak. There were times when Jonathan had felt like he was damn near a sorcerer. Not that he would’ve ever accused Grayson of something as ridiculous as that. “Anyway, none of that is why I’m telling you this. I’m telling you this because I’m well aware of how hard you have been working. You’re strong. One of the strongest sneaks I’ve been around. And I believe you can hold on to the facade when you need to.”

      “If I can’t do it, then everything fails.”

      “True.”

      She sighed. “That’s reassuring.”

      “Would you rather I not tell you the truth?”

      “I suppose not.”

      “You’re right,” Jonathan said. “If you can’t do it, and if you can’t hold the facade as we’re going through, the rest of it fails. I don’t know what else to tell you other than that. That’s why we wanted someone like you. Do you know how many sneaks we tested before we found you?”

      “No.”

      “Plenty. There aren’t many who have your skills. You need time to develop. That’s a given. After you master your ability, you are going to be nearly unstoppable.” He shrugged. “But that takes time, and unfortunately we don’t have time. So we have to work with what you can do.” He looked along the river. “I’ve seen you use your facade to make things like this before. The shoreline. The house. You have talents. We just have to take advantage of them. What’s the difference when you’re holding on to your facade with the river or your house?”

      “I’m not trying to cover anything.”

      “Aren’t you, though?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “You’re trying to cover the river. You’re trying to cover the street. You were doing that.”

      “But I wasn’t trying to hide anyone within it.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “Then don’t hide someone within it. Hide them behind it.”

      “I don’t—” Her breath caught. “Gods. Could that be it?”

      “I don’t know. Like I said, I can’t create a facade like you. I do understand that the concept is difficult. When we go at night, there will be darkness around us. I think you can do this. I know we’re asking you to conceal all of us, but don’t think of it as that difficult.” He sniffed. “Well, maybe think of it as difficult, but don’t think of it as something you can’t accomplish. I’ve seen what you can do.”

      She turned to him, smiling slightly. “Thank you.”

      “Are you coming back?”

      Elizabeth looked down at the river and kicked a rock. “I always planned on coming back.”

      “Good. We need to practice later. It’s going to work.”

      Jonathan climbed his way up the rock back to the river’s edge and peered down over it. Every so often, he spotted a subtle shimmer. She really did have an impressive control over her facade, and it was a level he didn’t often see. It was more the scope of what she did, not so much the power behind it.

      Not for the first time, Jonathan wished she had a mentor. He had suggested to Matthew that they find another sneak to work with her, and Jonathan still wondered if that might not be the best strategy to help her gain skill quickly. She had strength, but she needed skill.

      One more thing to plan for.

      He headed back through the slums, passing the older children he had spoken to earlier. The boy with the stick continued to tap the ground, and Jonathan watched as he created an occasional facade, but without much power. His pants changed colors, from blue to green to yellow, and every now and then they worked up to his shirt before fading again.

      He chuckled to himself as he left the area and made his way back into the main part of the city. He didn’t know if visiting with Elizabeth would make a difference, but he had to think that trying to get to know her, trying to understand her, would help.

      Now to understand what Leland had been after. If the locksmith had betrayed them…

      Jonathan didn’t think he had, but he needed to know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      As he headed through the city, he made his way toward the administration section. When he reached the building, he found it locked and closed. He crept around the outside, looking for an open window, or anything that would allow him to enter. If he were to get caught, he would have to explain what he was doing. Not many people would actually break into one of the administration buildings. There wasn’t much to steal, so the need to protect them wasn’t the same as it was for other places.

      Jonathan found a window that was cracked slightly open. He pulled himself up, crawled through, and landed inside a small office. Stacks of books and papers were piled on the desk. A bookshelf stood against one wall, and a painting hung on another. He hurried through the office and entered the hallway.

      When he had been here before, he had been guided back to Leland’s section of the building. Now that he was here on his own, he didn’t know if he would be able to find the office by himself. Jonathan crept through the halls as quietly as he could. Because the building was closed, there was minimal lighting to see by. A soft glowing light came from a sconce on the wall, and as he approached he realized that it wasn’t a lantern but some sort of magical enchantment.

      Having an enchantment like that might be useful. Taking anything from the administration building would not be smart, though. Jonathan moved on, navigating through the corridors until he reached the back hallway where he remembered finding Leland.

      A steady hammering sound came from the area, a tapping that radiated along the hall. It was odd and rhythmic, like a blacksmith working on metal, though with a high-pitched squeal like that of stone on stone. As he neared the source of the sound, he realized it was coming from Leland’s office.

      Jonathan tested the closed door. It wasn’t locked. He smiled to himself at the thought of a locksmith leaving the door unlocked. He crouched down in front of it and realized there was not even a lock on it. Did the administration not feel as if their employees needed to be able to lock their offices?

      He pushed the door open just a little bit and listened. The hammering persisted in a steady rhythm. Jonathan waited for a pause in the sound, but there was no break in the tapping.

      He poked his head into the office. A man leaned over the desk, but not Leland. He had a balding head and wore glasses that had slipped down to the point of his nose, and he was focused on a hammer and chisel.

      The man started to look up as Jonathan entered. Jonathan jerked the door closed and then creeped back through the administration building. Had he made a mistake? Where was Leland?

      He headed down a different hallway, quickly realizing that it looked very much like the last one. Of course. These were old El’aras buildings. By design, they were something of a maze that made it difficult for a person to keep oriented. The El’aras intended for those who tried to invade to be trapped inside. That was what he had always been told, though he didn’t know if that was true or not.

      Jonathan followed another hall and turned at the end of it, and he found himself taking a circuitous path through the building, before ending back where he thought he’d been before. He paused and looked at the wall, trying to come up with some sort of landmark to help tell him if this was the same place or a different one.

      How many halls looked the same?

      Too damn many.

      He backtracked until he found his way to the main hall of the building and saw the movement of a shadowy form. Jonathan backed away into the shadows and soon realized it was Leland. The locksmith clutched something in his hand as he hurried out the front door. Jonathan followed him a ways, and Leland disappeared into the darkness before reappearing underneath the lamplight that illuminated the street. Maybe he was heading back to the tavern where they had agreed to meet, but when Leland turned another corner, Jonathan realized where he was heading.

      The Sorcerers’ Society. Again.

      Leland reached it and went straight inside before Jonathan could catch him. The Society didn’t need much in the way of protection. They didn’t have guards or anything else that stood out as obvious protections here, but the faintest tingling along Jonathan’s skin suggested there were sorcery enhancements around the building to ensure it wouldn’t be breached easily. Probably something that he wouldn’t see until he got close. Jonathan lingered across the road, watching the entrance. Leland wasn’t inside for long. When he came back out, he cast his gaze in either direction before starting down the street.

      Jonathan separated from the shadows and caught up to Leland, slipping his arm through the older locksmith’s. “Would you care to tell me what that was about?”

      Leland tried to pull away, but Jonathan held on to him tightly. “You were following me?”

      “That wasn’t my plan. I came to talk to you to see how you were doing. I didn’t realize you were going to be heading to the Society. Again.”

      “What do you mean again?”

      “I mean I saw you earlier.”

      Leland glowered at him. “You have been following me.”

      “What was it about? Were you telling them what we’re doing?”

      “Telling them? Why would I tell them?”

      “What were you doing there then?” Jonathan asked.

      Leland glanced back toward the Sorcerers’ Society house before looking at Jonathan. “I owe them a debt, okay? I had to pay. Otherwise they were going to discharge my mother from their hospital without helping her.”

      “Your mother?”

      “I had to take her there. Healing, you see. It’s not cheap. And I have been trying to pay it off as quickly as I could, but it’s difficult. The administration doesn’t pay that well. So when you came to me…”

      Jonathan breathed out slowly, understanding coming to him. “You need the money to help your mother.”

      “I needed the money to get my mother out. Now that she’s in their hospital, the Society won’t let her leave. If I don’t pay, they won’t help her. If they don’t help her, then she gets sicker and—”

      Jonathan patted him on the arm. “I understand.”

      “I hate the Society. If I had any other way to help her, I would’ve taken it, but there wasn’t another option.”

      Hate. There was a strong emotion, and one that surprised Jonathan. Not many people would say they hated the Society.

      “And that’s why you have a hard time with Heziah.”

      Leland sighed. “You’ve seen what he’s like. He might be an extreme version of a sorcerer, but he’s no different than the rest of them. I know his type.”

      Jonathan had to be careful here. He needed Leland and had to pull him back somehow. They would need to work together.

      “Do you have a hard time with Elizabeth too?” he asked.

      Leland looked down at his hands. “I can’t be upset about somebody with a talent. It’s just that the Society sees everybody as being below them. Especially those with talents.”

      Jonathan nodded, rubbing his arms. “I’ve had my own share of experiences with the Society, and I’m not going to say that all of them have been positive. I just don’t think we can bundle them all together like that either. Some of the sorcerers in the Society want to make things better.”

      “I’d love to meet even one.”

      They fell silent. Jonathan knew he needed to push Leland on what he had admitted.

      “I want to talk to you about your talent.”

      Leland held his gaze. “You knew I was talented because you hired me. It’s the same reason the administration keeps me employed.”

      “It’s more than just a skill. It’s a talent.”

      Leland glanced behind him and then all around. “You have to be careful with what you say,” he whispered. “Especially around here.”

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about around here. Do you realize how many people have latent talents that haven’t manifested? Probably more than you realize. The Society likes to keep things in check, but they can only control so much. Look at the sneaks. At least they’ve managed to use their abilities.”

      “Well, mine would draw the wrong kind of attention. It would anger them if they knew I could use it to get into any lock.”

      Jonathan cocked an eyebrow. “Any lock?”

      “Any that isn’t enchanted,” Leland said hurriedly. “That was the issue earlier. I don’t know that I can get into a lock that’s been enchanted like that.”

      “You need to trust we won’t care about your ability.”

      “The other one will. The sorcerer.”

      “Let me worry about him,” Jonathan said.

      “He’s going to get us caught. Or worse. Killed.”

      “Like I said, let me worry about him. All I need is for you to remember what you can do. Be confident in your ability, and trust we want to see you use it. We want that power. We need that power.”

      Leland nodded once. “I… I will try.”

      “If not for yourself, then think about your mother. Think about what will happen if you finally have enough money to stop worrying about getting her the healing she needs. Or if you won’t need to keep your administration job to pay for her care. How long has she been there?”

      Leland breathed out slowly. “A long time.” The frustration was evident in his voice.

      “Did you accept your job because she got sick?”

      “Yes. It’s not bad work. It’s steady pay, but what you offered me would replace the need for any job.”

      Jonathan grabbed him by the shoulders. “We can get into the vault, but only if we all come together. We have to for it to work. Do your part, and you won’t have to take another job to help your mother.”

      Leland inhaled deeply and sighed. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. I’ll see you at the tavern. I have something else I need to do.”

      Jonathan had seen the shadowy form of Bartholomew across the street and knew he was watching. Probably listening as well. Jonathan suspected that even he himself was a resource for someone like Bartholomew.

      Bartholomew met him in the middle of the street, glancing in either direction before fully approaching. Jonathan positioned himself to block Bartholomew from seeing Leland. He didn’t want him to know anything more than he already did. He felt as if he were already exposed.

      “I could’ve come to you,” Jonathan said.

      “I figured you’d need this information.” Bartholomew handed him a packet of papers. “You asked me to look into something. Here you go.”

      Jonathan frowned as he took the papers. Flipping through them, he quickly realized what they were. Information on Heziah. He read about how the sorcerer had been exiled from the Society and everything that had happened to him. It took time for him to process the horrors that had happened to Heziah. A tortured childhood. The struggles he had gone through even getting into the Society, and then once he was there. A job that had gone wrong. All things Jonathan had experienced himself. In Heziah’s case, he had fallen into drinking. Had things gone differently, Jonathan might have ended up the same way.

      “He was difficult for me to find at first,” Bartholomew explained. “As I’m sure you can understand. The Society wants to keep information like that to themselves.”

      “I’ll send money your way.”

      Bartholomew nodded. “You’re always good for it, Dragon.”

      Jonathan flipped through the pages again, his gaze sweeping from section to section of notes Bartholomew had obtained. Details about what had happened to the sorcerer. And he understood what Heziah had gone through.

      “Did you find what you needed with the other job?” Bartholomew asked.

      Jonathan glanced up and bobbed his head. “It was just the information I needed, to try to prepare for something we’re working on.”

      From the way Bartholomew looked at him, Jonathan could tell he didn’t necessarily believe him. Then again, Jonathan didn’t need for Bartholomew to believe him. He had told him what he needed to know.

      “Who is she?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “Someone from long ago that I wanted to make sure was still well.”

      “Can I help you find anything else?”

      He pursed his lips as he thought about it. He could ask Bartholomew to find information about the others, but he thought he understood Elizabeth and Leland now. Certainly better than before. He knew what they had been through. He knew their struggles. The one person he hadn’t really come to know was Heziah.

      And now… Now he thought he understood him. Now he understood his whole team. Jonathan thought he could do this. He thought he could finally trust them. He had to.

      “Perhaps the next job.”

      Bartholomew arched a brow at him. “Does that mean the Dragon is back?”

      He didn’t know if that person was back, or if someone new had emerged from prison. Either way, he was here, and if this job didn’t go well then he would plan for another.

      “He is,” Jonathan said.

      Leaving Bartholomew, he made his way toward the tavern.

      And he ran into Vileforn again.

      Jonathan was not ready, though he should have been. He had been watching and had even been following Vileforn around the city, but he had allowed himself to be too casual with it. He had never anticipated actually coming face-to-face with him again.

      This time, Vileforn was with a contingent of soldiers, and likely a sorcerer, heading toward him. Jonathan thought he might be able to do the same thing he had before, stepping to the side of the road, but this time Vileforn stopped and turned.

      His lips pulled in a sneer, and he tugged on his navy jacket. “I know you. Aguelon.”

      Jonathan resisted the urge to look around the street in a panic, not wanting to seem weak.

      “How did you get out?” Vileforn said.

      Jonathan smiled and shrugged. “I guess your pull with the king isn’t quite what you thought it was. Or maybe I was just given parole for good behavior. You know, if you give me a chance, I’m sure you’d like me.”

      “I will have words with the king. And I’m sure you will make another mistake.”

      “You’ll never see it,” Jonathan whispered.

      Vileforn glowered at him, motioning with his hand and then marching off. The sorcerer that was trailing after Vileforn regarded Jonathan, though their hood was pulled forward and Jonathan couldn’t see their face. Maybe it was Jayna, though if so, he thought she would have reacted more.

      At least Vileforn didn’t know about his sister serving him. Or maybe he did and chose to torment her. That would be just like him.

      Jonathan turned away in another direction, heading toward the warehouse. As he approached, he could feel the energy from the enchantment radiating outward. It hadn’t been broken. Either Heziah remained inside, or he had found another way out.

      Jonathan stopped in front of the door and tested the enchantment, which he moved and shifted enough to the side that he could enter. He stepped into the warehouse and looked around. The three lanterns still put off enough light for him to see, and it took a few moments for his eyes to adjust. When they did, he found Heziah leaning against a post in the center of the room. He was awake, staring straight ahead.

      Jonathan walked over to him. “We need you sober.”

      “You don’t need anything.”

      “We do. The team needs you.”

      Heziah looked up. “I don’t care.”

      “I think you do, and that you care more than you let on. I think you want to get revenge on the Society.”

      “So?”

      “So help me do this so you can get that revenge. We do this job, and you’ll have more than enough money to do whatever you need.”

      “You don’t know what I need.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “You’re right. I don’t know what you need. I don’t know what you intend. To be honest, so long as it doesn’t hurt me or anyone I care about, it doesn’t matter. But I do care if you don’t try your hardest here. I’ve seen your potential. I’ve felt it.”

      Heziah frowned at him. “What do you mean, you felt it?”

      “I felt what you did when you exploded those enchantments. I think we all did.”

      “That was not a difficult bit of magic,” he said with a grunt.

      “No? Then control it.”

      Heziah got to his feet, then staggered. As far as Jonathan could tell, he was still intoxicated.

      “If you have a way of sobering yourself up, then use it. That’s all I’m asking. We need you to be a part of this team. We want you to be.”

      Heziah grunted again. “Only because of what I can do.”

      “Yes. I have not tried to hide that from you. You are a necessary part of this team. And it needs to be a team. If it’s not, then we all will fail. We all will suffer.”

      “I’m sure I could do the other parts of the job myself. Which makes me wonder why I even need the rest of you.”

      “Could you?” Jonathan frowned, flicking his gaze toward the wall. “I know you’re powerful with your magic, but do you really think you’d be able to hold enough power to conceal us as we move through, then unlock the lock and break through the enchantments?” He studied Heziah for a few moments. “There’s a reason we need each member of the team. Each person has a different role, all of which are vital in what they do. You might not see it. Trust me that I do.”

      Heziah glared at him. “Trust? Why should I trust you?”

      “Because I’ve been doing this a long time.”

      “Pushing people to do your bidding?”

      “Building teams.” Jonathan nodded, though it was mostly to himself. “All I ask is that you be a part of this. Stay sober. And when the time comes, we need to know that we can count on you. If you do this, you will get whatever you want.”

      “You don’t even know what I want.”

      He turned away, and Jonathan knew he was right. He didn’t know what Heziah wanted. And he needed to figure it out before they got too deep into the job. They all had be on the same page, even Heziah.
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      The three newer members of the crew stood near one wall of the warehouse, and Jonathan looked over to Matthew. Lines around the corners of his eyes had drawn tight, catching the reflected light of the lanterns and leaving shadows flickering across his face. He was clearly worried.

      At this point, Jonathan didn’t know if Matthew was worried about him or for him. Or perhaps it was about the job and whether they would be able to pull it off.

      “We can do this,” Jonathan said.

      “Normally I would say that we could,” Matthew said. “But I haven’t seen anything to suggest that we can work together. Why do you think that will suddenly change now?” As he often did, he ignored Jonathan when he flashed a smile.

      Jonathan turned to where the others were gathered, and he motioned to Elizabeth. “Let’s start with your facade. We’re going to work through this job, taking one step after another. What I need for you to do is—”

      “I know what I need to do,” she said, grinning.

      A facade formed, and Jonathan’s skin tingled with the energy she used. She sent it outward, and something about it felt different this time. Not only that, but she didn’t seem as if she were struggling nearly as much as she had in the past.

      “What did you do differently?” he asked.

      “Just like you said. I placed the facade in front of us. I made it look like a wall, pushing it out about five feet.”

      Heziah glanced at her with an expression that was a mixture of seeming impressed and irritated. “You can do that?”

      “I’ve been making facades my entire life.” She looked at Jonathan. “You told me to place it in front of us. That’s what I did.”

      Her facades had blended them in the background in the past, but this one would be different. If she pushed the illusion outward, it might be enough for them to just walk behind so they could conceal themselves without her having to slide the facade as she moved. It wasn’t as delicate as what Grayson would’ve made, but she wasn’t him. He had known how to make facades for longer than she had even been alive. She could learn how, Jonathan suspected, but until she did, this would work. It took strength, not so much skill, but she had strength in abundance.

      Jonathan stepped forward and watched. All he saw was the wall. If he watched closely, he could see that it did appear to jut out several feet, but the stacked stone looked almost identical to what was there. Parts of it were even cracked and crumbling, the mortar in the seams deteriorating.

      Jonathan gave a low whistle and nodded in appreciation. “Can you move it?”

      “I am,” Elizabeth answered. Her voice was at full volume, not muted. Jonathan wished it were possible to mask voices, but that was too complicated for the kind of enchantments they could acquire easily—and with the funds they had available.

      As she moved the facade, he watched for indications of rippling to suggest they could be caught, but he didn’t see anything at first. He had to walk along the entire length of her facade before he found any sign of the illusion. It was subtle, but it was there.

      He pointed. “Can you smooth it out here?”

      “I can try,” she said, her voice tight.

      Gradually the section began to smooth, flowing outward and taking hold. It was much cleaner than before. Much more effective as well.

      And if it worked…

      If it worked, they would pass the first test.

      “How long can you hold on to it?” he asked.

      “That’s the hard part.”

      The facade started to fade, then disappeared altogether. But they had reached the end of the warehouse. All of them had. Jonathan hadn’t been aware of anything other than a faint rippling. Once she had smoothed it out, there had been no other sign that they were even there.

      She could do it.

      “Keep practicing,” he said.

      “How much time do I have?”

      “Just keep practicing.”

      They didn’t need to know they were running out of time. Two days. Not only did they need to figure this part out, but they were also going to need to do a dry run.

      Maybe more than just a dry run.

      An idea formed in his head. What if they tried another job in preparation?

      Elizabeth would need to practice more, and there were plenty of other jobs they could try. He suspected Matthew had leads they could use, and if not, then perhaps Bartholomew would.

      First, they had to test more.

      “Your turn,” he said to Leland.

      Matthew guided Leland over to another trunk they had enchanted with a difficult lock, which would be a good test. Jonathan doubted that Leland needed much in the way of practice. He had proven that he knew how to unlock almost any lock, but they could be dealing with something that might have magic to it. If Leland’s talent could be used, they might be able to save Heziah’s magic for when they needed it.

      “I make no guarantees this will work,” Leland said.

      Jonathan nodded. “All I want is for you to do your best.”

      Leland didn’t try to use anything on the lock. Instead, he pressed his hands against it. Jonathan felt what he was doing, but nothing more than that. Leland twisted. The lock tripped, and power exploded outward. He staggered back, then looked over to Jonathan.

      Heziah glowered at the locksmith. “How did he do that?”

      “He has a way with locks,” Jonathan said.

      “That’s all you want to tell me?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “That’s all you need to know. And it worked.”

      “He did something. I felt it. What sort of enchantment is he using?”

      “That’s not for you to worry about.”

      Heziah glared at Leland and then stormed away.

      Matthew sighed and nodded toward Heziah. “He’s going to be difficult,” he said to Jonathan. “I know you talked to him, but I’m not so sure he’s going to come around. You won’t be able to build the team like that.”

      “We need him. We need a sorcerer.”

      “I know, and that’s what worries me.”

      Leland studied the trunk with intense focus, closing and opening it, locking and unlocking it. Elizabeth worked on her facade at the far end of the warehouse. Her illusion flickered in and out, power building and then fading. She was getting better with it, though Jonathan didn’t know if there was a limit to how long she could maintain it or what size facade she could create. He suspected there was some limit. With magic, there were always limits. It was something he counted on.

      “He’s going to come around,” Jonathan said. “See if he can’t break through your enchantments. I’m assuming you got more?”

      Matthew reached into his pocket and pulled out a stack, which he set on the ground in a circle. “This is the last of them. I don’t know that we need to waste them, though I suppose you want to ensure he can do what you’re asking.”

      “It’s not a matter of him doing what we ask. Some of it’s a confidence thing.”

      “I have confidence that he’s going to cause trouble,” Matthew muttered.

      Jonathan frowned. It wasn’t like Matthew to be so negative about the team, but then again, this was a different team than they normally had.

      They had to work through it.

      “Heziah, it’s your turn,” Jonathan called.

      The sorcerer regarded Leland for a moment, then stomped to the center of the circle and looked down at the enchantments. “This is it?”

      “We don’t know what we’re going to find inside, so we gathered more powerful ones this time. We need you to break them.”

      Heziah snorted. He held his hands together, and energy crackled between his palms. Lightning sizzled, jumping from one hand to another, building each time he did it. Heziah brought his hands down and lightning crashed into the ground, slamming into the enchantments at one time. A sound like thunder exploded, and the enchantments shattered in unison.

      Jonathan had seen an incredible use of power before, but that was something else.

      Heziah glanced over to him. “Is that good enough for you?”

      Jonathan nodded without looking up. “That will do.”

      “I told you I could do this.”

      “We didn’t doubt you.”

      Heziah snorted again. “Obviously you did, otherwise you wouldn’t have tested me and forced me to prove myself.”

      “We had everybody—”

      Heziah wandered away, took a seat on the ground, and pulled his knees to his chest. Jonathan half expected him to pull a bottle from beneath his robes, but he didn’t. He just sat there staring into the darkness.

      Matthew joined Jonathan. “Did you know he could be that powerful?”

      “Not like that.”

      “Why would the Society have let him leave?”

      It was a good question, and one that Jonathan shared. There hadn’t been a clear answer in the records he’d gotten, though plenty of speculation about how much he liked to drink. Still, that didn’t seem quite enough. Heziah was powerful. Incredibly so. They had stumbled upon the person who was absolutely strong enough to do this job, which left Jonathan with a nagging concern that he had overlooked something.

      “It’s complicated,” he said, then shared what Bartholomew had learned about Heziah. Jonathan figured most of it was accurate, but there might be areas that were embellished. As he spoke, Matthew’s frown deepened. “I know how it sounds, but I think he can be trusted. But you see what you can find out.”

      “Fine. I’ll do some digging,” Matthew said. “Whatever he did must have been terrible.”

      “Or they did something terrible to him.”

      Matthew stared at Heziah. “I hope you’re right.”

      Jonathan watched the others still practicing. Heziah, who remained seated, was the only one who wasn’t. “We should regroup in the morning. We can run through this a few more times, and then I think we have to do a trial.”

      Matthew shook his head. “We don’t need to draw any more attention to us.”

      “A small trial.”

      “Before the full moon in two days?”

      “I think we need to do it.”

      He could tell from Matthew’s sour expression that he doubted they would be ready. Maybe a test run would help prove it to Matthew as well.

      Jonathan made his way around the room, letting everyone know they were done for the night but that they could take as much time as they needed to practice. He tried to engage Heziah in more conversation, but the sorcerer ignored him.

      He had learned that pushing could often force people away. Jonathan didn’t want to do that, but Heziah needed to be pulled back into wanting to be part of this team, somehow. He had no idea what that would take, or whether he could do it.

      Jonathan left the warehouse and walked out in the street. The nearly full moon glowed, giving off a bright light. He paused and looked back at the warehouse. He’d been telling Elizabeth that they would have total darkness, while at the same time barreling toward this job during a full moon, when the night was brightest.

      He needed to know what they would be dealing with.

      Jonathan hurried toward Vileforn’s home. In the daylight, the palace’s stone gleamed, almost reflecting the sunlight. In the full moon…

      It was much the same.

      This was going to complicate things for them and pose a challenge for Elizabeth. Could she handle it? Maybe, but she would need practice. Even more than before, Jonathan thought they needed a trial run.

      What if they took longer than the full moon? Did it matter? He didn’t know what his benefactor really wanted, other than for them to successfully pull the job. He would complete it, but they needed to be careful.

      He made a circuit around the palace, studying it from every different angle and trying to find one that would be easiest to approach from. The garden was the most likely to be shielded, but it was also the area that would be the most complicated to reach. Matthew had been gathering information, but if they didn’t get all the needed pieces in time, it wouldn’t matter.

      He leaned against the building on the far side of Vileforn’s palace and stared at the home. There was a little movement, and then more.

      The caravan was leaving.

      Another one?

      This one didn’t have as many soldiers, though he suspected the lead person in the dark cloak was one of the sorcerers. Jonathan watched as they hurried through the streets, the horses’ hooves making too much noise against the otherwise quiet night.

      Maybe they could use that.

      His mind worked through the possibilities while he headed back to his room at the tavern. As he settled on his bed, he saw something resting on his desk. Another marker.

      Jonathan walked over to it. This one was made of almost a black wood, the same size and circular shape as the others, with writing along its surface that was impossible to read. The lacquered finish gleamed in the faint lantern light. He turned it from side to side as he studied it, and he couldn’t see anything significant about it. There were no symbols etched on the surface, not like the others.

      What was the purpose of this?

      A reminder. That was what it had to be.

      Jonathan stacked the other markers on the desk and stared at them. There were five in total, each of them made of a different wood, though they were stained the same. All of them had a circle of writing around the perimeter, none of which he could read. Most had symbols, other than the newest one. He had wondered if they might be enchantments, but for what purpose?

      He didn’t even know who this benefactor was, but once they finished the job—and he was determined that they would—he had to find them.

      It was time to get some rest, though he doubted he would be able to. Jonathan had to keep planning. He had to be prepared. And he had to think through all the possibilities that existed.

      One thing Grayson had taught him was to look for failure points. There were quite a few places they could fail in this job. Too many, in fact. Jonathan had to think through them. Account for every possibility.

      As he sat at the desk, staring at the markers with the knowledge that they had only a day or two remaining, he couldn’t help but wonder if he would even have enough time to work through every possibility the way he needed to.
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      The first attempt at a dry run didn’t go well.

      They had gathered near an empty storefront, though the rest of the team didn’t know it was empty. Only he and Matthew knew the truth, which should have given them the opportunity to test whether they could work together. They needed to run through a similar scenario as to what they might face when they tried to venture into the palace.

      Elizabeth’s facade had stuttered, not nearly as effective as it had been in the warehouse. Leland had managed to use his ability to break the lock, but he’d shattered it at the same time, which Jonathan considered a fail. And Heziah had been drunk.

      They had scattered, leaving Jonathan and Matthew on their own. The two of them were seated on the edge of the riverbank, looking at the water. Jonathan had come here because he found the water peaceful, but maybe that wasn’t the only reason. It was quieter here, and after having spent as much time as he had in prison, the quiet mattered.

      “I don’t know that we can do this in the next day,” Matthew said. He pulled out a hunk of bread and some cheese, and he handed slices of cheese to Jonathan as he cut them. “I know you want to stick to your timeline, but I don’t know if it makes sense.”

      “I’m not exactly sure that it’s my timeline, but somebody wants us to do this job soon.”

      “And we don’t know who it is,” Matthew said.

      “Somebody who has access to what I suspect are enchantments, but I’m not entirely sure.” He pulled one of the markers out of his pocket—the very first marker he’d been given—and turned it over slowly. “I feel like we’re either being coerced or warned.”

      “So take ownership,” Matthew said. He glanced up at the cloudy sky, the occasional shaft of sunlight peeking out. The wind carried some of the smells of the nearby meadow to them, and it mixed with an undercurrent of the river. An earthy odor, one that seemed to have an element of foulness to it.

      Jonathan popped a piece of cheese into his mouth and glanced over to his friend. They had known each other for a long time. They had worked jobs ever since Jonathan had begun taking on a more significant role in the city, and they had been easy and fast friends. They’d been paired up on an early job and Matthew had been gruff, the way he still was, but had also been honest, unlike most he ran the streets with. As he got to know him better, he’d appreciated that honesty more and more and had learned to ignore the gruff side of him, knowing that he had a core of loyalty once it was earned.

      Still, there were things that Matthew hadn’t told him about himself. Things that Jonathan suspected.

      “Do you care to tell me what you were doing while I was in prison?”

      Matthew chewed on a piece of bread. “Not particularly.”

      “What does it have to do with my sister?” It was an answer Jonathan thought he needed, but as he looked over to Matthew, he noticed the pained look on his friend’s face. “You don’t know?”

      Matthew shook his head slowly. “It’s strange. I don’t know how to explain it. I’m aware that I saw her and talked to her, but I can’t really remember much else.” He turned his attention to the water, staring at it, and traced one finger around his forehead. “If I didn’t know better, I would think she used some spell on me.”

      “You don’t think she could have?”

      Matthew frowned. “Well, I suppose she could’ve, but the question is why. What would she think she needed to hide from me?”

      “Maybe that she was working for Vileforn.”

      “I don’t know. Vileforn is…” Matthew shrugged. “Well, he’s just Vileforn. We know what he is, who he is, and we know that your sister is working for him. Or at least seems to be.”

      “Seems to be?” Jonathan asked, laughing. “I’m not exactly sure what you mean by that.”

      “I mean that your sister seems to be working for him. But then again, I don’t get why. She knows he was responsible for putting you in prison.”

      Jonathan smiled. “And that’s where I think you are mistaken.”

      “You don’t think Jayna knows?”

      “Oh, she does,” he said. “But it’s not so much about her knowing who was responsible for me ending up in prison as it is the fact that she doesn’t care.”

      “Jonathan—”

      He waved his hand. “I’m not saying that so you’ll feel sorry for me.”

      “Good, because I’m not.”

      “I’m saying it’s because I think that if she truly were concerned about me, and about what had happened to me, she wouldn’t have decided to work for Vileforn.”

      Matthew tore off another hunk of bread and ate it. “I guess.”

      “I don’t like it any more than you do,” Jonathan said.

      “It just doesn’t sound like her.”

      “I thought you didn’t know my sister.”

      “I know her well enough to know it doesn’t sound like her.”

      Jonathan saw no point in arguing with Matthew about that. They needed to gather themselves, get ready for the job, and carry it out.

      “I’ve been looking into Heziah,” Matthew said. “I haven’t found anything more than what Bartholomew got for you.”

      “Which isn’t helpful,” Jonathan said.

      “Oh, it’s something, but it’s almost too compelling, don’t you think?” Matthew tore off another piece of bread and tossed it into the water. A fish bobbed to the surface, swallowing it quickly before descending once more.

      “When we first came across him, I thought he might be the benefactor,” Jonathan explained. Matthew glanced over, arching a brow. “And maybe he is. I think about how we found him. It’s almost like he wanted me to know he was there.”

      “He would have to know you have your enchantment.”

      Matthew said “enchantment” in such a way that suggested to Jonathan that he knew exactly what it was that Jonathan did. He didn’t say anything more, and Jonathan didn’t say anything about Matthew and his ability with the sword—and what it likely meant for him. They both shielded aspects of themselves from the other.

      “I know,” Jonathan said. “There aren’t many who know about that.”

      Or any, for that matter. It was something Jonathan had made a point of keeping hidden. An aspect of his own connections and abilities that he found best to keep to himself.

      “So?” Matthew said.

      “So, I don’t know.”

      “We are running out of time to dig. But if he is the benefactor, he seems to be actively trying to make it difficult to work with him.”

      “I thought of that too,” Jonathan said.

      “He’s not your benefactor, then.”

      “No.”

      “Do you think it’s the same person who sent you on your job in the beginning?”

      Jonathan shook his head. “It’s possible. I never got a clean look.”

      “Man or a woman?”

      “Probably a man. I just don’t know.”

      Jonathan had been approached in the shadows of a dark night by someone who had wanted to hire the Dragon. At that time, his name had already carried significant weight in the city, and he’d been able to be selective about his jobs, but this one had offered him an opportunity. He remembered the man’s voice well—deep, gravelly, and able to make the hairs on Jonathan’s arm stand on end when he spoke. He had magic, and whether he was a sorcerer or a powerful enchanter, Jonathan never knew. At that time, it didn’t really matter. He’d been asked to take a job that would be worth more than he’d made on any job over the last two years. He had a specific purpose for that money in mind. Not for him, though.

      “I need someone who can get into a vault unseen,” the man had said.

      Jonathan had glanced around the street. Somewhere out there, Grayson had been keeping watch as he always did. But he hadn’t seen this man approach. There were others out there too, though Matthew had slipped ahead, planning to meet them at the tavern. Jonathan had been left alone.

      The Dragon did not fear being alone on the street in Ishan. It was his city, after all.

      “I think you have the wrong person,” Jonathan said, flashing a smile.

      “I don’t think I do,” the man answered. He took a step toward him, and Jonathan was drawn to an enchantment hanging from a cord around his neck. He couldn’t see it, but somehow he could feel how powerful the man was. Maybe he was a high-ranking sorcerer within the Society. “You only need to get in and out. Nothing else.”

      “That’s it? You just want somebody to go into a vault?”

      “There is a singular item that I want. Nothing more.”

      “I still think you have the wrong—”

      The man stepped closer. Now Jonathan could feel him. His hair was practically vibrating. “I have the right man. I need the Dragon.” He slipped a piece of paper into Jonathan’s hand, stepped back into the shadows, and disappeared.

      Jonathan looked at the paper, which detailed the sum he’d been offered and the terms of the deal, and then walked into the alley to look for the man, but he was gone. There was no other way out of the alley, and Jonathan wondered if a powerful facade shielded him that he couldn’t see past. He found Grayson later and showed him the paper.

      “I don’t much like working for the Society,” Grayson said.

      “Why would the Society hire me?”

      “Some things are meant to stay off the books.” Grayson shrugged as he took a drink of wine. It was always wine with him, never ale. He tipped it back, then looked around the tavern. It was a quiet place meant for business, for people like them. There were no revelers here, no singers or dancers, no minstrels. And certainly no gamblers. Men like that could be bought. “Now the question is whether it’s a job you want to take.”

      Jonathan looked down at the black ink scrawled on the thick yellow paper again. As he traced his finger across it, he couldn’t help but wonder if he needed to turn down the job. He was the Dragon, though. He didn’t turn high paying jobs.

      “Some upstart merchant’s vault? How hard can that be?” he said.

      Grayson took another sip of wine. “Careful. Arrogance gets you into trouble.”

      “Not if you can back it up.”

      Grayson snorted and nodded. “Not if you can back it up.”

      The job seemed simple. They scouted the vault, searched for weaknesses, and made preparations. Vileforn did not have much respectability or much wealth, so Jonathan did not prepare for any real dangers. He went searching for the man who had hired him but found nothing. It was almost as if he were a ghost. He scouted the Society house for the better part of three days, watching all comings and goings, but saw no one who left his hair tingling the way that man had, and no one who had an enchantment that seemed to draw his eyes.

      By the night of the job, he still hadn’t found anything about their employer.

      “I have a feeling he’s going to find us,” Jonathan said.

      Grayson frowned. “I’m not a fan of a job like that.”

      “No. Me neither.”

      “Well, let’s go bust into a vault and get our fortune…”

      Jonathan pushed the memory away. He found Matthew watching him, still picking at the bread and throwing it into the river.

      “You know, I’m thankful you weren’t there with me that night,” Jonathan said softly.

      “You are?”

      “I think if you’d been there, you would have been caught too. I can’t fathom how I would’ve felt if I’d gotten my best friend locked up in prison.”

      Matthew paused, hunk of bread in hand. “That’s the thing about friends, though, isn’t it? Shouldn’t we be there for each other when we need it?”

      “I still am glad.”

      “I’m not. I spent years trying to get any word about you. I had no idea what had happened. I didn’t even know if you were still alive. It was possible that you had died.”

      “You would have heard.”

      “Would I have? You haven’t even told me much about the job. You haven’t told me who hired you or—”

      “Because I still don’t know. I brought Grayson and Burton into a job that I didn’t know all the details of. I got caught up in the money.”

      “I see.” Matthew flung a piece of bread into the water.

      “Do you?” Jonathan said, fixing him with a stare. “Do you understand why I wanted the money?”

      Matthew held his gaze. “I do.”

      And he did. Matthew was probably the only person who understood.

      Jonathan sighed. “I don’t want to go into this job as misinformed as I was before. We need to know what Vileforn is doing.”

      “Taking money out of the city. He’s been speeding up those deliveries. More and more coin is leaving.”

      “For what reason, though?”

      “I haven’t been able to determine that. I think if we had more time…”

      Time.

      It always came down to time.

      When he had taken the initial job to break into Vileforn’s vault, he had gotten caught up in the fact that he didn’t have enough time. And now he still didn’t have enough. He was trying to prepare as much as possible, but it was difficult to do given their time constraints.

      “We need to run them through other scenarios,” Jonathan said.

      “Jobs or tests?”

      “I think they have to be jobs. We have to have some potential for failure.”

      “They are failing even the simple jobs, Jonathan. We can’t risk anything more.”

      He sat back and closed his eyes. “They can be a good team,” Jonathan whispered. “I can see it. Elizabeth is powerful. Maybe not as skilled. Not yet, but she’s powerful. And Leland…” He shook his head. “We’ve never had anybody like him.”

      “And we have never had anybody like Heziah.”

      “I’ll keep him under control.”

      “You think you can?”

      “Probably not,” Jonathan said, smiling. “But I will do my best.”

      Matthew snorted. “There was a time when I thought less than your best was still better than anyone.” He got to his feet, holding his hand out. Jonathan grabbed it, and Matthew pulled him to his feet. “Now you need help. Embrace that.”

      “I am.”

      “And don’t try doing anything on your own.”

      “You sound like you’re trying to baby me,” Jonathan said.

      “Well, you’ve been missing Grayson, so I figure I might as well treat you the way he did.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “Great.”

      “What?”

      “You’re going to start drinking wine like him.”

      Matthew laughed. “Well, I do like bread and cheese. Wine pairs well with it.” He tossed the rest of his bread into the river. “Let’s go run through a few more tests with them. We need to get ready.”
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      “We are going to consider this a trial,” Jonathan said, looking at the others as they stood in an alley across the street from a small general store Matthew had suggested they target.

      Matthew claimed the protections on the store were secure enough to pose a bit of a challenge but not so stout that they’d lose confidence. That was the entire purpose of the job—to gain the necessary confidence for what was to come. It was the reason he and Matthew had chosen this task for the team rather than picking up a job from someone like Bartholomew, who would’ve been more than happy to give Jonathan a few leads, though in exchange for information, he was sure.

      “Do we have time for this?” Elizabeth asked. “You said we need to keep practicing, and if we do this—”

      “This is practice,” Matthew said, hand near the hilt of his sword, though Jonathan had only seen him unsheathe it a few times and rarely with any real danger. “Sometimes practice can build confidence, and this team needs confidence.”

      “I’ve got plenty of confidence,” Heziah muttered.

      Jonathan looked over to the sorcerer, who shifted a dingy cloak over his shoulders. He couldn’t tell if Heziah was drunk or not. It was that way most of the time, which made it increasingly challenging for him to know whether Heziah would be useful or a hindrance to a job.

      “Confidence is one thing, but don’t let yourself get cocky,” Matthew said.

      “I don’t need an entire team to break into a shop like that,” Heziah said.

      “It’s not about what you need. It’s about what the team needs,” Jonathan said.

      He looked at each of them. Leland had been quiet, though Leland was often quiet. Knowing what he did about Leland and his struggles, he wasn’t going to push him, as he was happy that they had him with them. He was worth nearly as much as any good engineer. There might be things that Durant would’ve been able to do that Leland could not. Still, Durant never would have been able to open an enchanted lock, which Jonathan still suspected Leland would eventually be able to do.

      Jonathan let the tension build for a moment. “We build the team, work together, and find a way to become more than just individuals. A well-run team is always more than the sum of its parts.”

      It was more advice that he had gained from Grayson, but that didn’t make it any less true.

      “What’s the plan?” Leland asked.

      Jonathan held the locksmith’s gaze for a moment, and then pointed to the store. It was dusk when the light started to fade, which posed a bit of a challenge for Elizabeth. That was part of the reason that they had chosen this time of day. A bit of a challenge, but not too much of one.

      “We cross the street. We unlock the door. We go inside. There is a small sculpture attached to the ground, and we need to release the enchantment holding it,” he said, looking over to Heziah, curious if he was even paying attention, “and then we get back out without anybody noticing us.”

      “I could do this myself,” Heziah muttered.

      “But you aren’t going to.”

      “And what about you?” Heziah asked, looking up at his eyes were red and bloodshot.

      Definitely drunk. Again.

      “Your sneak gets us across the street,” he said, frowning at Elizabeth, “and your locksmith opens the door while I separate the sculpture from the floor, but what about you and him?” He nodded to Matthew, his gaze lingering on Matthew’s sword, as if trying to decide how much of a threat he’d actually be.

      “We’re here to observe,” Jonathan said.

      “So you don’t do anything.”

      “That’s right,” Matthew said, stepping over to him, unmindful of threatening a sorcerer. “And that’s because we already have the experience we’re trying to help you obtain.”

      Heziah looked as if he were going to argue more, but then he clamped his mouth shut.

      The street was empty, so it was as good a time as any.

      “Now,” Jonathan said.

      Elizabeth immediately flashed her facade, holding it in place quickly and skillfully, forming something of a wall in front of them. She looked over to Jonathan, clenching her jaw, a bead of sweat already dripping down the side of her face, and then they started forward.

      As they did, he watched Matthew, who was frowning. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” Matthew said, tracing a finger along the hilt of his sword.

      They reached the far side of the street without any complications. So far, so good.

      Leland stepped forward, and Elizabeth still held onto the facade, though the sweat streaming down her brow seemed to be even more than before. Her posture remained rigid, and he could practically feel the energy she was using starting to tremble.

      “You have to hold onto it,” he whispered.

      “I’m trying,” she said.

      “You’re doing well,” he told her.

      She nodded, though Jonathan didn’t know if she even needed his reassurance.

      Leland pulled out his lock pick set and began to work at it.

      “Does he even need that?” Matthew whispered.

      “Maybe thinks he does,” Jonathan said.

      It took only a moment, and then the door came open.

      “I could have done all of that,” Heziah said, sweeping his hands out from him and stepping inside.

      “Heziah—”

      As soon as he stepped inside, a loud, blaring horn sounded.

      Heziah looked blearily around, then began to form a magical spell, hurriedly twisting his hands in a pattern. Power started to build from him—power that Jonathan suspected he’d send into the shop, probably destroying anything it touched.

      Jonathan stepped forward, grabbed Heziah, and jerked him back.

      “You don’t need to destroy the shop,” he said.

      “I’m just—”

      “You forget. I can detect your magic,” he said, pulling out the same enchantment he had demonstrated to Heziah before. “And doing anything more will draw attention to our team and us.”

      Gradually, Heziah relaxed, letting go of the magical power he’d been holding onto.

      Lights turned on the back of the shop, and Matthew darted forward, briefly glancing over her shoulder to Jonathan, before shooing him and the rest of the team across the street.

      Jonathan motioned for them to go, and they were near the middle of the street when Elizabeth’s facade disappeared with a pop. He felt it as it faded, and the energy suddenly exploded as she could no longer hold onto it. He didn’t know the limits to her facade, but increasingly, he started to think that he might need to test it so that he had a better idea of how long she could realistically be expected to hold out.

      A couple carrying baskets of fruit at the far end of the street seemed to notice and pointed in their direction.

      Jonathan gave Elizabeth a quick nudge forward, and Leland hurried, not needing the encouragement, with only Heziah staggering and stumbling to finish crossing the street. Once back in the alley, Elizabeth frowned, looking back.

      “Don’t you think we still could have finished it?”

      “The job was over,” Jonathan said. “We failed.”

      “What happened?” Leland asked.

      “The same thing as will happen on any job,” he said, looking at the three of them, and only Heziah seemed utterly oblivious to his irritation, practically ignoring him. “No job is going to go as you plan. If there’s any lesson I can impart, it’s that nothing is ever going to go the way you think it should. You have to prepare for possible failure points. You need to be ready for what you might do when those come up. In this case, we had an enchanted alarm. Now, had our sorcerer been open to detecting it, we might have been alerted.”

      “Or you could have picked up on it. Don’t you have the magic detection enchantment?” Heziah asked.

      “I do, but you darted forward. If you’re going to go off-script, I assume you’ll use your considerable abilities,” he said, watching the sorcerer, who just grumbled and turned away.

      Elizabeth and Leland stayed quiet, though Elizabeth had flushed slightly. Was she ashamed of how she’d lost control of her facade? Before he had a chance to tell her that, Matthew came back, shaking his head.

      “That was a disaster,” Matthew snapped.

      “Not a disaster,” Jonathan said, making sure the others heard. “A lesson. A way to learn. Experience.”

      “Well, I had to offer to pay a few reparations, but Harris is a pretty good man. He’s not that upset.”

      “Wait,” Elizabeth said, looking across the street. “You know him?”

      Matthew snorted. “I wasn’t going to put the team in danger making a run at someplace brand-new.”

      “This was just a test? Not some preliminary job?” Leland asked.

      “I told you that it was going to be a test.”

      “I think the word you used was trial,” Heziah said, turning back to them and clutching his cloak around his shoulders. “And I agree with the others. We believed this was an early run at something necessary for the larger job.”

      “Be thankful wasn’t,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah snorted. “Thankful. Fine. I am so grateful that we didn’t get a chance to get into this merchant’s shop and take the sculpture. What is it, by the way? Something important to his family? Maybe a decoration that reveals his heritage? Or something even more interesting.” He turned to look back at the shop. “I can think of plenty of different enchantments a store owner might keep secured like that.”

      “Now, you will never know,” Jonathan said.

      “Unless I come back,” Heziah said, a dangerous smile crossing his face.

      “You will not,” Matthew said, standing in front of Heziah. “Harris is a friend, and we do not attack friends.”

      “Unless it’s for a test,” Heziah said.

      “That… is the only time.”

      Heziah snorted and turned away.

      “We’ll meet back at the tavern tonight, and then make different plans,” Jonathan said. “We’ll continue to practice. All of us.” He looked at Heziah the longest, needing to make sure that he understood that he was a part of it and that he was also expected to practice. Given what he did think about Heziah’s likely power level, the sorcerer probably thought all of this practice was beneath him. But Jonathan wasn’t lying when he said there were aspects of a team that could be much greater when they work together.

      Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they didn’t have that much time. Practice might not make a difference.

      When everybody set off, only Matthew lingered in the alley with Jonathan.

      “What did Harris say?”

      “Only that I had to find him free replacement enchantments,” Matthew said, shaking his head. “Three. Can you believe it?”

      “Well, I imagine he wants one for repayment that we disrupted. He wants one for the price of his inconvenience and probably a third because you scared the crap out of him.”

      Matthew laughed. “I don’t know about this, Jonathan. We aren’t coming together. Do you think we can?”

      “I don’t know that we have much choice.”

      “That’s not entirely true. We could choose not to do this.”

      That wasn’t a choice, and Matthew knew it. But he didn’t like the idea of taking a job like this where the team wasn’t ready.

      “What if the benefactor doesn’t give me a choice?” he asked.

      Matthew considered a moment. “It might get interesting.”

      He sighed, thinking of what he could do to get the team ready. “I have another test that I’d like to try.”

      “Which is?”

      He smiled at Matthew.

      “I don’t like the look.”

      “It’s just a test, and we need to go someplace where the consequences will be less severe if we are caught.” He looked across the street to Harris’s shop before turning his attention back to Matthew. “And we need something that will feel similar enough to what we’ve already tried. What do you say? Do you want to help me break into Carinna’s home?”

      “Oh, Jonathan, that’s a terrible idea.”

      “I know it is.”

      “You still want to do it? What am I saying? Of course you still want to do it.”

      They met up with the team that night at the tavern, planned on meeting the next day at noon, where Jonathan figured there would be fewer people in the home, and then they went their separate ways. Jonathan was tempted to follow Heziah to see what more he might learn about the sorcerer, but he was tired and felt like they all needed rest. Sleep was restless and filled with dreams of time with Carinna.

      When they met outside of the home around noon, everybody was ready.

      Everybody except for Jonathan.

      Matthew leaned close. “Still think this is a good idea?”

      “I’m not going to have a part of this,” he said. “The only reason I’d reveal myself would be if we get caught.”

      “And if we don’t? What’s the plan?”

      “I just want…”

      He thought about what he wanted. He had thought about what he’d wanted all those days that he’d spent in prison, and in all that time, he had felt that he knew, but now he wasn’t so sure.

      Having seen her, her child, and presumably her husband, he couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe she was better off without him—the Dragon—in her life.

      He wasn’t that person anymore, was he? He wasn’t even sure.

      But at this point, maybe what he needed, and what he wanted, was a chance to see her one more time. It might be easier for him to let go. That was what he needed most of all. At least, that was how he justified it to himself.

      He described what he had seen of the layout to the others and told them that he and Matthew would stay back and observe. The plan was straightforward. Get into the home, take a small obsidian sculpted flower he’d seen on the mantel, and get back out without getting caught. It sounded so simple.

      The facade bloomed into existence quickly, and Elizabeth held onto her power before heading across the street. The others stayed with her, though Heziah stumbled periodically.

      “I think he’s drunk again,” Matthew said.

      “Maybe. What's strange to me is that he doesn’t have to be drunk, does he? We’ve seen how he can clear himself if he wants to.”

      “That’s the challenge, then, isn’t it? How do we find a way to convince him that he wants to be sober? Or rather—that he needs to be sober.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we offer him even more?”

      “Well, I’ve alluded to the fact that everybody’s going to split the take on this job, so I’m not exactly sure how much more we can offer him,” Jonathan said.

      “I’m not either.”

      They reached the far side of the street, completely enveloped in the facade. To Jonathan and Matthew’s eyes, there was nothing more than an empty street. The facade was skillfully done.

      The only evidence Jonathan had was what he felt—a tiny hint of magical energy that tingled in the air, something so slight and subtle that he could almost imagine it—and the faint shimmering that he saw around the edge of the facade. If nothing else, Elizabeth’s practice had improved her ability to conceal that shimmering. Now it was little more than the faintest blur.

      “Leland is up next,” Jonathan mouthed, and Matthew nodded.

      The facade shimmered, and then it faded.

      There was nothing but an empty street in front of them.

      “Maybe it worked this time,” Matthew said. “They actually—”

      The door popped open, and Leland came sprinting out, followed by Elizabeth, holding onto a facade, though it was erratic and only covered part of her. Heziah stumbled out, and then he waved his hand, quickly forming his own facade, following the other two. When they reached the far side of the street, the facade Elizabeth held onto shielded Jonathan, though he didn’t know how long it would last.

      He was thankful that it did.

      Carinna looked out.

      She looked just as lovely as when he had seen her before. Beautiful. He wanted to go so badly that he took a step before Matthew squeezed Jonathan’s forearm, shaking his head.

      “You have to let her go,” he whispered.

      “I… I did,” Jonathan finally said.

      He breathed out heavily and then turned to the others. It was difficult to let go of Carinna—but necessary. Focus on the job. That was what he had to do now.

      “What went wrong?” he finally asked.

      “She couldn’t keep her little facade in place,” Heziah said. “It flickered as we walked. This one couldn’t even get into another door.” He sneered at Leland. “So don’t blame me this time.”

      “Other than you stumbling and slamming into the wall, alerting that woman of our presence,” Leland said.

      “I wouldn’t have stumbled if you would have unlocked the door and opened it on time. And I thought this was another one of your little tests. What are we breaking into Lethel Vileforn’s place for?”

      Jonathan blinked. “Who?”

      “Vileforn. This is his son’s place,” Heziah snapped, pointing to the house. “Was this a test—or did you want to get the team caught?”

      Matthew was watching him.

      Jonathan’s mouth was dry. “Go. We can meet later and talk about what we can do better next time.” He barely got the words out.

      Heziah shrugged, directed a facade around himself, and then staggered off. Leland looked over to Elizabeth, nodded, and started away. She was holding onto the facade better than she had been during the job.

      Strength isn’t the issue.

      What would it be?

      Fear?

      Confidence?

      He didn’t have much time before he had to have those answers.

      Jonathan and Matthew stood alone in the street, hidden behind a neighboring house.

      “Don’t,” Matthew said.

      “Vileforn’s son,” Jonathan said.

      “It could be chance.”

      He looked at Matthew. “Chance? Whose chance?”

      “What are you going to do? Run in and talk to her, demand to know what happened, and risk revealing what you’re planning?”

      “I…”

      That wasn’t what he could do.

      Not now, and not with so much on the line.

      He had others to think about.

      “It feels like another way Vileforn got back at me.”

      “I know.”

      As he looked across the street, there wasn’t anything that Jonathan could do. Not to Carinna. She didn’t deserve that.

      She has a son.

      She deserved to be happy—even if it was with Vileforn’s son.

      “This can’t get blow back on her,” he said.

      “I’ll see what I can find,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan nodded.

      “Still think it’s going to work?” Matthew asked.

      “It has to.”

      “And if they aren’t ready?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You can’t pull them into a job like that. It’s too dangerous.”

      As much as Jonathan thought about arguing, Matthew might be right.

      There might not be any choice but to abandon the job.
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      Another marker greeted Jonathan when he got back to his room.

      The symbol was different. Four stars ringed a larger central star.

      When he’d brought it to Matthew, he’d sat and stared at it for a long moment before finally shaking his head. “It’s us, isn’t it? Five stars.”

      Jonathan had been giving it quite a bit of thought since finding the marker, and it was one explanation that made sense. “I think so.”

      “What’s going to happen if we don’t do the job?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do we talk to them?”

      “Talk to us about what?” Elizabeth asked, sliding into the booth across from Jonathan. Leland had come with her and remained standing.

      Jonathan shared a look with Matthew before turning to her. “Vileforn is moving his money,” he started. When Leland sucked in a breath, Jonathan pressed on. “The reason doesn’t matter, but we’re running out of time to do the job.”

      “And you don’t think we’re ready,” Leland said.

      “I think it’s unlikely,” Jonathan agreed.

      “If we don’t…” Elizabeth started.

      “You go back to what you were doing. Nothing changes.”

      “Everything changes,” Elizabeth said. “This is my way out. I’m in. I don’t care what you think—or about the risk. I’m not going back there, Jonathan. Not again.”

      “Even if—”

      “No matter what. He’s not touching me again.” She wrapped her arms around herself and looked down.

      “I’m in,” Leland said, dragging a chair over. “If I don’t do this, I can’t help my mother. She’s all I have.” He looked to Elizabeth as if to apologize.

      “It’s going to be dangerous.”

      “You’ve said that a few times now,” Elizabeth said.

      “Are you trying to talk us out of it?” Heziah asked, strolling over and leaning against the wall. “Plan on keeping everything yourself?”

      He told Heziah the same as the others, and the sorcerer shrugged.

      “I’m in if they are.”

      “Well?” he asked Matthew.

      “It’s a terrible idea and we’re not ready,” Matthew started, “but I’m not leaving you behind like you did with me.”

      “You know—”

      Matthew raised a hand. “Make your preparations and we meet at midnight. And be ready.”

      Everybody slipped away, even Matthew.

      Jonathan sat and traced his finger along the marker for a while before getting up and starting his preparations. He had enchantments to gather, gear to get ready, and a few other preparations to make.

      By the time midnight came around, he found Matthew waiting for him in the designated location, the others already there. Everyone seemed ready. Almost eager.

      That was dangerous, but had he been so different on his first job?

      “What do you think?” he asked Matthew.

      Matthew looked over to Jonathan and whispered, “We failed every time.”

      “We failed when we didn’t have to do the job. We can do this.” Jonathan looked across the street. “I’ve started thinking it was the lack of intensity.”

      “If this fails…”

      “I know.”

      Failure likely meant consequences. Jonathan was taking a leap of faith, hoping that his team would work together and succeed. There was a very real possibility that they wouldn’t.

      “Did you learn anything?” he asked carefully.

      “Keep your focus,” Matthew said.

      “I just need to know.”

      “He’s Vileforn’s son, like Heziah said. Youngest.”

      “Is he involved in the other stuff?”

      Matthew sighed. “I don’t know. Still want to move forward? It’s not going to get her back.”

      It wouldn’t. And he didn’t even know if Vileforn had been responsible. Knowing Carinna as he did, he wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that she had been the one to chase him. She’d always wanted what others had, even more than Jonathan.

      “I know. And she’d understand. We do this right, and I can make whatever reparations I need.”

      Matthew snorted. “So it’s back to revenge then?”

      “And the score.”

      “There’s that,” Matthew said, laughing.

      He snuck along the street, staying in the shadows. The moon shone bright and full overhead, giving off too much light that reflected the paved road. It called out to him like a warning. He glanced across the street every so often, checking to make sure Matthew was still moving with him, though he needn’t have been concerned. Matthew was there. He was always there.

      The others followed at a distance. Jonathan didn’t want Elizabeth to use her facade just yet. There would come a time soon when she would need it, but he worried that she would expend too much energy if she were to try to use it now. They needed her to conserve her strength.

      He reached a small rise that overlooked Vileforn’s palace.

      “The moon is so bright,” Elizabeth said, catching up to him.

      “You can do this.”

      “I know.”

      He looked over and she nodded, and he felt pleased by her confidence. Jonathan turned to Leland, who said nothing, though he did seem troubled. “Are you ready?” he whispered.

      Leland nodded. “There’s nothing left to do but to do it.”

      “That’s right,” Jonathan said. He turned to Heziah, who was dressed in a dark gray cloak with the hood pulled up over his head, masking his face in shadows. Heziah frowned as he looked around him. “What about you? Are you prepared?”

      “Do you mean, am I drunk?” Heziah spat.

      “It’s a reasonable question.”

      “No. I am not drunk. Unfortunately. I would’ve preferred to have a few mugs of ale to calm my nerves a little bit, but alas, that is not to be.”

      “Do you really need something to calm your nerves?” Jonathan asked, smiling at him.

      Heziah frowned. “Are you mocking me?”

      “No, I’m complimenting you. You’re powerful. Be proud of that.”

      “Proud? What I have done is nothing to be proud of.” Heziah slipped off down the street, pulling the hood of his cloak further over his head.

      Jonathan squeezed his eyes shut, working through the various possibilities. He hadn’t slept well the night before. He had spent a considerable amount of time working through not only the plan itself, but alternatives too. He was prepared as well as he could be.

      It was his responsibility that the job succeeded. He had to ensure that everybody made it out of Vileforn’s safely with him. He had to keep the promise that they would all be paid.

      He was determined to see this through.

      “Come on,” he whispered.

      It was late enough that the streets were empty. The only movement was that of the guards patrolling the palace. Even in that, they were relatively silent, their boots no longer thudding against the stones the way they did earlier in the day.

      As the group neared the palace, they moved into an alley where they had agreed to wait. Heziah stood at the mouth of the alley, staring at the walls. He held his hands out, and Jonathan had a distinct sense of magic coming from him.

      “What is it?” Jonathan asked.

      “I am just trying to see if I detect anything.”

      “There’s nothing clear here, and it bothers me. We know there are at least four sorcerers inside.”

      “Maybe more,” Elizabeth said.

      Heziah glanced over. “I thought there were only three.”

      “At least four.” Jonathan shrugged. “Does it matter? Is there a difference between four or more?”

      Heziah laughed bitterly. “Three sorcerers means a particular kind of spell can be placed. A fourth adds a layer of complexity that I haven’t prepared for. I thought you were the planner.”

      Maybe he should have been more careful with that aspect of the job. Jonathan honestly hadn’t realized there would be any difference between three and four sorcerers. He thought that one was no different than another.

      “What can four do exactly?” he asked.

      “It has to do with the nature of each enchantment as it’s placed,” Heziah explained. “There is a sequence to them. When there are two sorcerers, the power is increased. When there are three, you can form a triangle of power. It is basic, but with sorcerers of a certain skill, it becomes incredibly potent. When a fourth sorcerer is added…”

      “What happens then?” Leland asked.

      “With the fourth sorcerer, they can overlap the triangle.” Heziah crouched and drew a diagram in the dirt. He formed a triangle, then looped a circle around it. “Each point here represents an enchantment.” He pointed to each point on the triangle. “This circle represents how it is bound together. The one who binds it together is often the most powerful.” He looked up at Jonathan. “If you knew there was a fourth sorcerer, you should have warned me.” He reached into his pocket as if reaching for a flask, before pulling his hands out and balling them into fists. “I suppose there’s no choice here but to keep moving.”

      “What happens if you can’t remove the enchantments?” Leland asked.

      Heziah started to laugh again, but Jonathan raised a hand, silencing him.

      “Heziah will be able to remove any enchantments that are there,” Jonathan said. “And if the sorcerers are arranged in this pattern, we will try a backup.” He still did not quite grasp what difference a fourth sorcerer would make and wished that he would’ve asked his sister for more information.

      “A backup?” Heziah shook his head. “That’s what you plan to do?”

      “Let me figure it out.”

      He had to believe that Heziah could do it. His ability and his power were evident, but if the man questioned whether he was going to be strong enough, then maybe Jonathan needed to question it as well. The only backup plan they had was to use the enchantments Matthew had brought.

      Matthew hurried behind them, glancing from Jonathan to Heziah. “Are we ready? Are you going to have a little break here? They sent another caravan out of the city. It will take some of the guards away, which gives us a bigger window.”

      Jonathan nodded. They had wanted to time the job with the procession, knowing that it decreased the number of guards at Vileforn’s palace, but they still were not sure what the schedule was. Jonathan hadn’t figured that part out yet. There was a pattern of patrols, or seemed to be, but he couldn’t determine exactly what it was.

      So they had decided to just wait.

      A bloom of light burst in the distance.

      Matthew tapped Elizabeth’s back. “There is our sign. Let’s get moving.”

      Jonathan stepped forward out of the alley and looked around the street. The guards had paused in their patrol, and the nearest group of three ran toward the explosion of light.

      “What did you do?” Leland whispered.

      “An enchantment. It was timed to release power, and to do so in enough of a pattern that it would compel someone to go take a look. We don’t have much time, so get moving.”

      They reached the outer wall of the palace. As soon as they did, Jonathan noticed the patrols starting to slow.

      “Now,” he whispered to Elizabeth.

      The facade formed in front of them, which Jonathan could see as a haze of energy that made it difficult for him to make out the guards clearly. As long as it held, though, it would make it difficult—or impossible—for the guards to see them too.

      “Get moving,” he said.

      Together they marched along the wall. Matthew took the lead, with Jonathan next. Elizabeth was behind him so that she remained in the middle, followed by Heziah. Leland brought up the rear. It wasn’t the way Jonathan would have preferred the order to be. He would’ve liked to have himself and Matthew at either end, but it was too late to change anything now.

      When the guards turned back to the wall, Jonathan hesitated, breath held as he waited. The guards didn’t seem to notice anything. They turned and moved on in their patrol.

      Jonathan let out the pent-up breath. “Keep moving,” he whispered.

      The facade carried with it the gleaming energy of the stone wall they followed, illuminating their surroundings enough to see by. The gate loomed into view. Once they made their way through that, they would be beyond and on to the next challenge. Thankfully, they had fewer guards to worry about, though he also didn’t think they could count on the guards staying gone. Vileforn would likely have hired additional security.

      “Any other tricks?” Heziah said. “I’m only asking because the sorcerers will begin to question things if there are enchantments exploding around the palace.”

      “Nothing else like that,” Matthew said.

      “What else do you have?”

      Matthew regarded him with his dark stare. His hand drifted to his sword, his fingers twitching as if he wanted to unsheathe it. Matthew had grown increasingly irritable around Heziah, matching Leland’s mood. “Don’t worry about it.”

      When Heziah started to object, Jonathan grinned back to him. “We have it taken care of. Let me deal with it.”

      As they neared the gate, a long whistle sounded, followed by another, and then another. After the whistles ended, a chorus of voices began to sing a drunken melody, coming from men marching along the street.

      Matthew snickered, and Jonathan could tell he was smiling.

      “You coordinated this?” Leland shout-whispered.

      “We just hired a few people to wander through the streets on a particular signal.”

      The remaining guards were pulled away. Jonathan motioned for Elizabeth to move. She held on to the facade as they hurried, reached the gate, and pushed it open.

      He leaned back to her, dropping his voice. “Just hold the wall, nothing else. Don’t worry about how strong you need to be.”

      She took a deep breath, then she let it out slowly as she nodded.

      As they filed through the gate, Leland pulled it shut behind him.

      “Remove it now,” Jonathan said softly.

      “I already have.”

      He smiled to himself as he turned around, looking at the palace grounds. Massive shrubbery formed a garden maze that made it easy to remain concealed behind. No guards patrolled inside, though Jonathan had a nagging concern that there might be someone around. He didn’t want Elizabeth to use her facade in here, not when they had natural cover. They were going to need her ability inside the palace, and he wanted to conserve as much of her energy as possible. Not only that, but eventually they would have to get back out, which would require another facade to keep them concealed. He had to ensure they were prepared for all of it.

      “We’ll follow the line of shrubs here,” Jonathan said.

      “How do you know which way to go?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I bribed one of the gardeners,” Matthew said. “It’s a fairly easy thing to do. I told him I wanted a similar layout as the one here.”

      “And they just shared the information with you?”

      “Gardeners are proud of their work. He figured that if anybody wanted to copy his ideas, then he was doing something right.” Matthew stopped and unfolded a piece of parchment, which he rested on the ground. They had paid quite a bit of money to get this piece of information. Gardeners might want to share their work, but they would likely also fear Vileforn learning that they were responsible for blabbing. “We are here. We follow this around and head to this point.” He traced his finger along a route. “Just follow this path.”

      “Do I need to do anything?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Not quite yet,” Matthew said. “When we get closer.”

      They all started forward, making their way along the row of shrubs. Matthew guided them through an opening, taking them in a different direction. The shrubs pressed close together, which made it difficult for them to follow, but thankfully they had the map.

      Matthew continued to make turns, sometimes leading them in a direction that Jonathan didn’t think was quite right, though Matthew seemed confident. He pulled out his map every so often to check it, before putting it back in his pocket and heading deeper into the maze of shrubs.

      “It would be easier just to cut right through them,” Heziah said.

      “If we do that, then we alert them of our presence,” Jonathan whispered.

      “They’re going to know we’re here as soon as I start using my magic.”

      “By that time, we’re going to be in the vault.”

      “And?”

      “And it won’t matter as much. We will go quickly, break through the enchantments, then head out of the palace. As long as we get out, it doesn’t matter what sort of chaos we make.”

      Jonathan had to hope that was true. He wasn’t entirely sure it was, though. They might make too much noise on their way in that it would be almost impossible to get out.

      “Are you two okay?” he asked, turning to Leland and then to Elizabeth. Both of them nodded.

      He followed Matthew. They turned again, which led them to a straight shot, and the palace loomed into view. An opening at the end of the maze guided them toward the home.

      They were so close. It wouldn’t be long now.

      A figure moved in the distance. Jonathan raised his hand, catching Matthew on the shoulder and keeping him from creeping ahead any farther. The other three were walking behind him, and he blocked them from going forward.

      “What is it?” Leland asked.

      Matthew glanced over to Jonathan. “There shouldn’t be any more guards here. We pulled them all away. Between the caravan, the explosion, and our carolers, it—”

      “It’s going to be fine,” Jonathan said.

      He pulled Elizabeth forward and motioned to the end of the patch of shrubs. “We need you to hold a facade there.”

      She concentrated, her jaw clenched, and then a tingling sensation along Jonathan’s skin was the only sign he had that her facade had appeared.

      “What did she do?” Heziah asked. “She disrupted the pattern.” He frowned, closing his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, he waved his hand around. “I think all of this, the garden included, is part of the sorcerer’s pattern. They have created a layer of protection around the palace.”

      “The facade doesn’t change anything,” Jonathan said. “It’s merely an illusion.”

      “No. That’s what most believe, but it’s not true. Sneaks like your friend here change something about the magical world, not the physical world. When they place their facades, they alter the structure of magic around them. If they do it around something already magically enhanced, it gets changed. The effect is much greater than it would be if they were changing something with the physical world.”

      Jonathan looked into the distance. He couldn’t hear anything, and the row of shrubs looked like it simply ended, nothing more, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Heziah was right. Had he not been intoxicated most of the time they were working, they might’ve learned about all of this sooner. Unfortunately, they had to learn about it in the middle of the job.

      “There’s nothing we can do about it now,” he said.

      “You have to listen to me.” Heziah looked Jonathan in the eye. “By disrupting the pattern, they are going to know we’re here.”

      Jonathan slipped past Matthew and reached the end of the shrubs, then pressed his head forward slightly, just beyond the border of the facade. He saw the palace again, but nothing more than that. The garden itself was empty.

      “Release it,” he said without looking back.

      The tingling along his skin began to ease as Elizabeth lowered the facade. She stepped toward him, and he glanced over to see a bead of sweat that had formed on her forehead despite the cool night. She was exerting herself too much, and he had to be careful. They needed her ability inside the palace, as well as once they left.

      But maybe there had never been any real chance of hiding from sorcerers.

      He pushed those thoughts away. Complications. That was it.

      They rushed across the yard, with him and Matthew looking in all directions for any sign of movement. Matthew whistled softly and Jonathan spun, but he didn’t see anything. The other three had reached the entrance to the palace and stood near massive, curved doors. Matthew held Jonathan’s gaze for a moment, before racing toward the other three.
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      Jonathan stood transfixed for a second as he glanced at the sky. The moon shone overhead, gleaming over the palace, reminding him of the coin he’d been given. Was this all part of his plan or someone else’s?

      He pulled the coin out of his pocket, which had started to glow. Was it catching reflected moonlight or was it actually glowing?

      In the distance, a shadowy figure appeared. A guard. Jonathan darted at the palace doors and crouched low, looking toward the guard. It didn’t seem as if they were seen.

      “What was that about?” Heziah snapped.

      “I was just looking at the moon,” Jonathan said.

      “Don’t you think you could have done that another time? We don’t need to be caught because you’re thinking of some poem to recite to your lover.”

      Leland chuckled. When Heziah looked over to him, Leland shrugged. “That was funny.”

      Jonathan tore his gaze away from the guard. “Now to get inside. You’re up, Leland.”

      Leland placed his hands on the door, cupping them against the lock. A tightness built along Jonathan’s arms, the pressure that told him magic was being used around him. He waited a moment, and that power continued to intensify until it exploded outward, spilling into the lock. The door opened with a soft click.

      Heziah leaned forward. “That was some nice work.”

      Leland glanced over and frowned. “Thank you.”

      The two of them disappeared into the palace, and Matthew shared a glance with Jonathan. “That was strange.”

      Once everyone was inside, Jonathan and Matthew closed the doors behind them.

      Jonathan pulled Leland to the side. “Lock it again.”

      “If we need to leave quickly, wouldn’t it be easier if it’s still unlocked?”

      “Others might learn that it’s unlocked. Lock it, and we can open it again when we need to leave.”

      Leland pressed his hand against the lock, power building from him until it clicked once more. He glanced back at Jonathan. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Jonathan looked around. “I hope so too.”

      Now that they were in the palace, there would be other complications. They had to follow the plan: make their way through the palace, avoid guards, and get down into the vault.

      Matthew pulled out another piece of paper and smoothed it on his lap. “Access to the vault is in the lower level,” he said, motioning for them to head forward.

      The palace was dimly lit, with only a few sconces illuminating the space around them. Everything was made of glittering marble, from the floor to the walls to the ceiling overhead. A gold statue of what Jonathan suspected was Vileforn rested along one wall. Another statue stood near a different wall, though he wasn’t able to see well enough to know who it was supposed to represent.

      As he headed past the Vileforn statue, he tapped on it and shook his head. “Look at that. Think about how much that stupid thing must’ve cost.”

      Elizabeth leaned over and pulled the statue’s extended finger. “It’s almost flexible. Do you think it could be an enchantment?”

      “Anything in here could be an enchantment,” Jonathan said. “Which is why we need to be careful as we make our way through.” He hoped he could detect any surprises and that the guards’ presence meant there weren’t going to be any real enchantments placed around, but there was always that possibility. They might have to use their own enchantments to prevent the protections from triggering.

      They crept down the hallway, following Matthew and his map. Jonathan had already looked at the maps, so he had a pretty good sense of where they were heading. If something were to happen to Matthew or if they were to be distracted, Jonathan had at least memorized where they were going to go. He didn’t want to get split up, though. It was better if they stayed together, especially as—

      “Elizabeth!” Matthew hissed, keeping his voice pitched low.

      She stiffened, and a facade suddenly formed in front of them just in time.

      A man appeared at one end of the hall, heading in their direction. None of them moved.

      This was a different situation than it had been outside. At least outside there was the possibility that the natural sounds of the environment would mask any noises they made. Inside here, the sounds of their footsteps over the marble tile were all too apparent. They tried to move as quietly as they could, not wanting to attract attention.

      No one breathed as the servant made his way past. When he was gone, Jonathan motioned for them to keep moving.

      Elizabeth glanced back at him. “Are you sure?”

      “We have two options. We can continue to hold on to the facade as we move, or we can try to make our way through here without drawing any additional attention. You take your pick.”

      She nodded. “I think I can keep it up.”

      Matthew shot a look back at her before glancing at Jonathan. Jonathan gestured for them to go as Elizabeth maintained the facade.

      They headed down a long hallway. When they reached a staircase leading down, Matthew paused, then looked back at Jonathan. “We go down one level. From there, we head along the hall and then stop at what will look like nothing more than a closet.” He turned to Elizabeth. “Once we get down there, it is going to be on you to keep us concealed. I don’t know what we will find, but I suspect some guards will be patrolling.”

      She nodded again. “I can do it.”

      Jonathan watched her. There was no sign of sweat, no sign of tension. Nothing that would suggest that she struggled with the facade, though he still worried. They were asking a lot of her. She was still young and still mastering her ability, and given everything she had already demonstrated, Jonathan didn’t know if she was going to be able to maintain the illusion as long as what they would need from her, but he could see from the set of her jaw that she was determined to do so.

      There was nothing left to do but the job.

      They went down the wide staircase and treaded carefully down the smooth, almost slick steps. When they reached a landing, Matthew held his hand up, cautioning them to pause before turning and heading down the next few steps. A lantern on the landing illuminated everything, and Elizabeth clenched her hands together while holding on to the facade. They continued down until they reached the next level.

      Jonathan slipped forward and leaned toward Matthew. “I think we have to go one more level down.”

      Matthew held up the map. “That’s not where we need to go. At least, that’s not what my sources have said.”

      Jonathan wanted to object, but he had to trust that Matthew had acquired good information. “When we were in his warehouse vault, he kept the treasure in the lowest level.”

      “And maybe he learned a lesson in doing that.”

      Jonathan held Matthew’s gaze, then nodded.

      Matthew continued leading them, and he stopped at a simple wooden door. There were no guards, and there had been no patrols on the way.

      “This doesn’t feel right,” Jonathan said.

      “So we stay ready,” Matthew said.

      Jonathan regarded the door. He tested it and found that it was locked, but he didn’t sense any enchantments or power around it. If this was the door leading to the vault, then the security was not at all what he would’ve expected from Vileforn.

      He looked over to Leland. “Go ahead.”

      Leland walked forward and pressed his hands on the door. With a soft click, it came open, and he stepped back. Matthew pulled open the door to reveal three guards. They regarded him for a moment, then lunged for him.

      Matthew unsheathed his sword, whipping it in fast, controlled movements, slapping each of the guards with the flat of the blade. He caught one on the side of his head and one on the back of his neck, and another he punched in his stomach before bringing his knee up and connecting with his chin.

      Within moments, all three were down.

      “Why didn’t you just kill them?” Heziah asked, stepping into the room.

      “They didn’t do anything,” Matthew said. “They were hired help.”

      The group filed into the narrow hall and pulled the door closed behind them. At least the encounter explained why there weren’t any guards on the other side of the door. All the protection was inside this room. Perhaps there would be other measures here as well—enchantments, magical barriers, or other means of keeping them from advancing. They had to be ready.

      The hallway was different than the others, made of stacked gray stone rather than smooth marble. Markings on each block suggested that enchantments had been placed throughout. Jonathan traced his finger along one of them, and Heziah pulled him back.

      “They’re exactly what you think they are,” Heziah said.

      “Enchantments?”

      The sorcerer nodded, and he held his hands against the wall, moving them in small circles. His eyes closed for a second, and then he swayed from side to side as he looked at the walls. “This would’ve taken considerable time. And considerable power.”

      “I don’t think you have to break through this.”

      “I don’t think I could.”

      Jonathan watched him. Heziah had changed the moment they had entered the palace. Jonathan wasn’t sure what to make of it, or what he thought of it, only that he had seemed different. Perhaps it would be for the best. Having an engaged sorcerer would make the job, and everything they needed to do, easier.

      Heziah crouched down, tapping each of the fallen guards on the head. “This should keep them asleep for the next hour or two.” He looked up at Matthew. “Unless you want them out for longer. That would be another simple bit of magic.”

      “No. An hour or two is fine.”

      “Should we leave them out in the open?” Leland asked.

      “There isn’t any place to hide them,” Jonathan said. There were no doors. Nothing other than the narrow stone hallway leading straight ahead. He didn’t like the idea of leaving the men for someone else to notice, but if someone came through here, they would realize the guards were down, anyway.

      Heziah traced his hand along the wall as they walked, pausing every so often and investigating one of the enchantments, almost as if he were curious about it rather than concerned.

      “Is there anything here that we should know about?” Jonathan said.

      “The detail is interesting. I don’t know who is responsible for some of them. Several of these are very distinct in the way they are placed. I know many of the sorcerers, and an enchantment like this, placed on the stone this way, is distinct enough that it leaves something of a signature. I can tell that Jordan Ilian placed some of these, Uran Fras others, and Yirav Holcov still others. I have known them for many years.”

      “Are they skilled?”

      Heziah nodded. “Very.”

      “And?” Matthew asked, turning back to Heziah and watching him with a different expression in his eyes than before. It almost looked like respect. “What about the ones you don’t recognize?”

      “They seem to be from a single sorcerer. The fourth one.”

      That would be his sister. Matthew looked over to Jonathan, saying nothing.

      “Come on,” Jonathan urged.

      They continued along the hallway, which stretched onward, an impossibly long passage that stretched deep into the ground.

      “Doesn’t it feel like we are moving beyond the palace?” Leland asked.

      Elizabeth paused and turned. “Yeah. It does. I hadn’t considered that before, but this tunnel is too long for this place.”

      “All I could learn about was the door,” Matthew said. “After that…”

      Jonathan understood what he was saying. They were on their own. He had been told that ahead of time, but it made things no easier.

      They were heading into the unknown, which was the reason they had a sorcerer with them, but also why Matthew had brought as many enchantments with him as he had. Jonathan carried several different ones too.

      As they progressed through the tunnel, he could feel magic. It seemed to be all around, practically squeezing him. When they had moved past what he suspected was the edge of Vileforn’s home, Jonathan found himself looking at the others, then back to the tunnel. Where was this leading?

      For a moment, he had the flutter of worry that they were heading toward the king’s palace, but that didn’t feel quite right either. Everything around him seemed to be filled with magic, posing a different danger.

      He had no idea which direction they had followed. The hall had taken a gentle curve, making it difficult for him to identify where they were. The stacked-stone walls were all enchanted, and the passage narrow enough that they could only go two by two. The low ceiling practically pressed down on his head, making him feel as if he needed to duck. Jonathan looked everywhere around him but didn’t see anything more than the occasional lantern that illuminated the hall.

      Though they encountered no other guards, his heart pounded. As he looked at the others with him, he knew that he was responsible for their well-being. They had come expecting that he could protect them to a certain extent. Jonathan intended to do so, and intended to offer as much as he could to shield them and keep them safe, but he worried that he might not be able to if they ended up trapped here.

      This was the part of the job that was the biggest gamble.

      Not knowing.

      They continued along the hallway, and it gradually curved even more. Finally it straightened again, and they were met with a light in the distance.

      Jonathan moved more slowly, Matthew staying near him. Elizabeth walked a step behind them, ready to place a facade at any moment. Every so often Heziah would pause to check the walls again, tracing his fingers along them as if he were detecting some sort of pattern. Jonathan had studied the enchantments, also looking for any sign of patterns, but hadn’t seen anything. Whatever else happened to be here was not anything he could determine. Of them all, Leland was quietest. There wasn’t anything for him to do just yet.

      They approached the light. Another lantern, this one brighter than the others.

      As they neared it, Elizabeth strode forward and created a facade without Jonathan having to ask. Stepping in between him and Matthew, she held the facade as they pressed on. Jonathan stared and looked for anything that might give him a sign of what they would find, but he couldn’t see anything other than the brightness in front of them.

      When they reached the lantern, they paused. The hall continued onward.

      “How much farther does this go?” Leland whispered. The whisper felt right, though probably unnecessary given that they hadn’t encountered anyone in the hallway.

      “I don’t know,” Jonathan replied.

      “What if this isn’t the vault at all?”

      “This was what the plans showed,” Matthew said.

      “What if the person who provided the plans wanted you to follow this endless corridor to nothing?” Heziah asked.

      Matthew shook his head. “They wouldn’t have cared. They didn’t know me. I was only a source of funding.”

      Jonathan moved onward and motioned for them to follow. There was no other choice but to do so. They had to keep going and see what else might be out there. He moved more quickly now, the others keeping up, but the tunnel continued on and the walls remained as they were, nothing but the stretch of enchanted stone greeting them. The hall stayed the same width, the same height, and nothing about it changed whatsoever.

      “What if we’re just going in a circle? What if this is some endless loop?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I don’t think it’s curving quite enough for that.”

      Jonathan staggered to a stop and frowned at a sudden sense of power that left his arms tingling. He stared at the wall and reached toward one of the stones, holding his hand in front of it.

      “Have you felt anything about these walls?” Jonathan asked Heziah.

      The sorcerer peered down the darkened tunnel with a glum look on his face. “I haven’t seen anything.”

      “Nothing? Just look. I have a feeling.”

      Heziah shrugged. “There’s nothing here. The pattern is consistent.”

      Jonathan studied the walls. He’d been looking for a pattern in the enchantments but hadn’t found it. And as he looked, he couldn’t shake the distinct sense that there was some power here.

      “What if the tunnel itself is all some sort of an enchantment?” he said, looking to Matthew. “What if this isn’t really a tunnel, but some part of an enchantment that is working against us?” They knew that Vileforn employed sorcerers, so Jonathan wouldn’t be surprised if Vileforn had these enchantments placed.

      “We came through a door,” Matthew said. “I fought the guards.”

      “And then?” Jonathan asked.

      “If this is an enchantment, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

      Jonathan couldn’t shake Elizabeth’s comment. If they were walking in a circle, they might not even know.

      “It would have to be a powerful enchantment,” Heziah said, “one that I’ve never run into before. But if there are four sorcerers involved, I suppose it’s possible.”

      “Can you test it?”

      He shrugged. “If I do this, and if you’re wrong, then we reveal our presence.”

      “Just do it.”

      If they didn’t, they wouldn’t be able to finish the job. And Jonathan couldn’t help but feel as if he was right.

      Heziah stepped forward into the middle of the hallway and held his arms out on either side of his body. When he did, Jonathan had the sense of tingling along his arms again, a tightness that began to constrict. One that was powerful.

      A wave of white light washed over the walls, causing them to shimmer.

      A facade.

      Jonathan smiled and looked over to Elizabeth. “Do you think you can remove a facade?”

      She shook her head. “That’s not how it works.”

      “I’ve seen your talent. I don’t think that’s different than placing a facade. All you have to do is find a way to pick through it.”

      She blinked. “Pick through it?”

      Something Grayson had said came back to him then, and he nodded. “Pick through it, and then place your own.”

      Elizabeth wrinkled her brow and huffed out a breath. “Why would that even work?”

      “Because it would disrupt the other facade.”

      It was a technique Grayson had done before, and Jonathan wondered if it might work now. Facades would disrupt magical energy much like Heziah had said. And he had known that layering a facade over another would disrupt the first.

      Elizabeth stood next to Heziah, and her facade began to form. She used an image of the river he had seen when he’d found her the other day. Water burbled alongside them, a rocky shoreline appeared on one side of the hall, and an open plain stretched into the distance with the forest looming on the opposite side.

      The facade around them shimmered, and Elizabeth’s started to tremble.

      Heziah did something then, and Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that he could feel power radiating outward from the sorcerer.

      Elizabeth’s facade faded, as did the existing one.

      They found themselves standing in an empty room. Walls of stone surrounded them, mixed with darkness that seemed almost too dense. The others shuffled closer to him, their breaths loud in his ears, but he could hear something else as well.

      Movement.

      With a sudden certainty, Jonathan knew they were not alone.
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      Jonathan stepped in close to the others. Everything was dark, ever since the facade had faded. Whoever was around likely knew they were in the room as well.

      “There’s something here,” he whispered.

      “Something, or someone?” Matthew replied.

      Jonathan couldn’t tell, but there was heavy breathing from nearby. What if this was simply another facade? Whoever had placed the one before had been skilled. Probably multiple sorcerers had been involved, so he shouldn’t be too surprised that another facade could have been placed.

      He looked over to where he could feel Heziah, even though he couldn’t see him. “What can you tell, Heziah?”

      “Nothing. There was an enchantment here, a powerful one. It took quite a bit of energy in order for me to break it. The person who placed it will know we are here.”

      “There’s something else around too,” Jonathan said.

      “I hear it,” Matthew said.

      “Hear it, or can you see it?”

      Jonathan had a sense of Matthew turning toward him. The blackness all around made it difficult to see. If they were to light anything, they would reveal their presence. Jonathan didn’t want to run the risk of anyone knowing they were here, but at the same time he didn’t want to stay in the darkness and increase their chances of getting caught if they made a mistake.

      “Heziah, can you give us some light?”

      “A little.”

      A faint glow began to work along the floor, stretching away from them and drifting into the dark. It was almost as if the shadows resisted the sorcerer’s attempt to probe outward.

      Heziah grunted. “Another enchantment.”

      “Not an enchantment,” Matthew said. “Don’t move. Don’t even speak.” He darted forward, his sword unsheathed as he disappeared into the darkness.

      “What does he think he’s doing?” Heziah asked.

      Jonathan hadn’t seen Matthew like this before. “I don’t know.”

      “He’s going to get himself killed.”

      Jonathan shook his head. If there was anything out there, then Matthew was the one he wanted to deal with it. Not only was he clever and helpful with planning jobs, but he was also incredibly efficient with his blade. Seeing him bring down the guards was a reminder of that. Matthew had always been quick, skilled, and talented beyond anyone Jonathan had ever known. He had never pressed Matthew as to the reason, though he had his suspicions.

      There came a sharp yelp, and the darkness began to retreat, allowing the light radiating from Heziah to press outward. A darkened form appeared on the ground only ten paces from them. Matthew stood over it, his blade in hand, blood dripping down the end of it.

      “What is that?” Elizabeth asked, getting closer. “What did you find?”

      Matthew held his hand up. “Wait.”

      “Didn’t you kill this creature?” Heziah asked, striding forward, and the sudden tension along Jonathan’s skin suggested that he was calling upon his sorcery.

      The fallen form rippled and lunged. Matthew swept his blade in a sharp arc, cleaving the animal’s head off its body. The creature twitched before falling still, and its head rolled toward them. It looked something like a wolf, though it was much larger than any wolf Jonathan had ever seen. Long fangs extended below its lower jaw, and its snout was twisted in a snarl even in death. Pointed ears were covered with matted black fur.

      “What is that?” Leland asked.

      “A weren,” Matthew said. “A dangerous creature, and it should not have been here.”

      Leland’s brow wrinkled. “I’ve never even heard of that. How do you know of it?”

      Jonathan smiled to himself. How much would Matthew reveal?

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s dead. It’s better that way.” Matthew looked over to Jonathan. “They shouldn’t have a weren trapped here. It feeds on the light.”

      “It does what?” Heziah said.

      “It feeds on the light. Did you notice how your magic had a hard time penetrating the darkness? That was because of the weren.” He shook his head. “There isn’t a reason to have a creature like that guarding a vault.”

      “Even if what’s in it is valuable?” Jonathan said.

      “No one would be able to control a weren well enough to keep it from attacking everyone. It’d make accessing the vault almost impossible.”

      “It didn’t attack us,” Heziah said.

      “Because the enchantment was in place. Once the enchantment was removed, the creature was aware of us.”

      “What if they used an enchantment to prevent anyone from knowing that something else was there?”

      “I suppose that’s possible,” Matthew said. “I still don’t like it.”

      “Can you give us more light?” Jonathan asked Heziah.

      The sorcerer nodded slowly, and the room glowed brighter as the light stretched outward. As it neared the weren’s body, the light swirled around it, as if the animal fed on light even in death.

      “There,” Jonathan said, pointing ahead.

      Behind the creature was another door. They started toward it, but the stench coming from the weren overpowered all else. The foul odor that drifted toward them stunk, unlike anything Jonathan had ever smelled before.

      “We need to be quick,” he urged.

      They reached the door and Leland hurried toward it, pressing his hand against it. With a surge of his power, the door opened, revealing another dark hall on the other side. A bit of light drifted out, as did stale air, though the air had been stale all around them for the entire journey down into this vault.

      Jonathan stepped aside. “Heziah, can you give us light here?”

      The sorcerer stepped forward, and light illuminated from him and stretched down the hall. At least there wasn’t another creature there. Jonathan cast one more look down at the fallen form of the weren. How much of these protections were his sister’s doing? She had to have a hand in some of this. Maybe she was even the one responsible for placing the protection that Heziah hadn’t recognized, which meant he was going directly against his own sister. He had to finish the job before Jayna found him. He didn’t want to put her in the predicament of having to decide what to do with him.

      “Do you think there will be any other guards?” Elizabeth whispered.

      “With a weren?” Matthew shook his head. “A creature like that would be difficult to control, and it would be unlikely that anyone would want to be behind them—not without some significant protections.”

      Heziah looked over to Matthew, frowning. There was a question in his eyes, but he didn’t ask it.

      They continued along the hall. This one was wider than the facade of the hallway they had just been in. The walls were smooth, and there were no enchantments placed along them. The hall stretched only about a hundred paces, not nearly as long as what the first hall had seemed to be. When they reached the end of it, another door filled the entire wall. Nearly twice as high as Jonathan and doubly wide, the iron door looked impossibly stout.

      “Do you think this is the vault?” Leland asked, holding his hands out as he probed at it.

      “I thought I knew what we might find when we got to the vault, but everything here has been unexpected,” Jonathan said.

      He hadn’t expected to come across a strange looping enchantment. He hadn’t expected to come across a creature that would feed on the light. How many layers of protection would there be?

      “Check for any enchantments,” Matthew said to Heziah.

      Rather than arguing as he once would have, Heziah stepped forward and held his hands out. A latticework of pale light built from him and swept into the door. With a burst of energy, it left a sizzling power crackling along the length of the door.

      “There is something here, though I’m not able to fully overpower it.” He glanced over to Leland. “You should try.”

      “If you can’t do it, why do you think I might be able to?”

      “Because my ability to break enchantments isn’t quite the same as what you can do.”

      Leland inhaled deeply before letting it out. He placed his hands on the door. “I don’t know if this is going to work.”

      Jonathan imagined power building from the locksmith, his talent activated as he pressed against the iron, trying to overwhelm anything that was in the door itself. It was magic, but it was different than what Heziah used. For that matter, it was different than what Elizabeth used. They all had access to different types of magic, it seemed.

      Then again, Jonathan did as well. His connection was vague, one that simply allowed him to detect the use of power. He didn’t know how effective that would be with anything else, but it was still a form of magic.

      Then there was Matthew. His was—

      Leland looked back at them. “I think this is going to work.”

      “Keep building it up,” Heziah said.

      “What?”

      “I can feel… something. I might be able to help.”

      Heziah closed his eyes and faced his hands down at the ground, then he pointed his toes inward. He swept his hands in a circle around him as he twisted in place. While doing that, he mumbled something under his breath. Power began to build from him in a way it hadn’t before, and light poured off him. Heziah continued to turn, magic spilling from him in the circle he made. Jonathan could feel the coursing energy as it pressed outward, and he struggled with that sense of power as he tried to focus on the nature of it.

      Leland looked over to Heziah, who concentrated on the door. Jonathan wasn’t able to tell what either of them was doing, only that energy came from both. He didn’t even know what control they had.

      He knew they needed encouragement, though. Jonathan felt that he needed it as well. “Keep at it.”

      Matthew leaned close to him. “I think that if we haven’t drawn the attention of Vileforn’s protection yet, we will now.”

      “Does it matter?” Jonathan whispered back. “With what Heziah did earlier, I think we were always going to alert them to us.”

      “Right. It probably doesn’t matter,” Matthew said, nodding.

      Jonathan looked at the door, which had taken on a glow as the energy of the magic being poured into it seemed to change it. Faint lines worked along the surface of the door, twisting and turning, and Jonathan recognized something familiar about those lines. He had seen writing like that before.

      He pulled out one of the markers from his pocket, the one made of black wood and without any symbols on it. He held it out toward the door and motioned to Matthew.

      “Do you see anything similar here?”

      “Other than the writing?” Matthew said.

      “Exactly. The writing is similar.”

      “Well, you did say that the markers reminded you of enchantments.”

      Jonathan turned the coin in his hand, flipping it from side to side until he could better see the markings along the surface. He still wasn’t able to read the writing.

      The other two continued to push energy into the door, the power that they were using enough to change something about the door. Jonathan could see it. Not only that, but he could feel it. The magic that flowed from them was incredible, and Jonathan marveled at just how much energy these two were able to generate. He knew that Heziah was powerful, but Leland’s connection to his own type of magic was something else. Powerful in a very specific way.

      The door glowed brighter as it took on more and more of the light, to the point where it began to vibrate softly. Jonathan looked behind him, remembering a vibration similar to that. He had experienced the same thing when he’d used the enchantment to break into the warehouse last time.

      Matthew shook his head. “It’s going to make too much noise.”

      “Keep going,” Jonathan said.

      “What?”

      “This is what I encountered when I got into the warehouse the first time. We’re close.”

      “You mean when you were caught.”

      Jonathan shrugged. “I was, because I didn’t have a sorcerer with me.”

      Sweat streamed from Heziah’s forehead down his brow, and he paused briefly to wipe his face. Leland leaned his head forward, his glasses slipping down to the end of his nose. He still had his hands pressed against the door, knuckles white and jaw clenched tight with the effort of the work.

      “Jonathan…” Matthew said.

      “No. We’re close.”

      Heziah sunk to his knees. Power flickered and faded for a moment, then disappeared altogether. Leland held his hands against the door and lingered there for a little longer. There was a hint of magic, but then he leaned back and staggered. He looked down at Heziah.

      “I… I couldn’t do it. I’m sorry.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “You did what you could.”

      He turned back to the door. The light still swirled within it, and several pockets within the door had collected more of that light. It seemed as if the door itself were storing the light and energy that Heziah poured into it, but Jonathan wasn’t exactly sure why, nor was he sure what it was that they were doing.

      There was a pattern on the door, which looked like a sheet of white that covered the metal. This was likely an enchantment, worked into the door with exquisite and intricate detail, far more than he had seen in other places.

      Matthew glanced over to him. “I don’t know that they’re going to be able to do anything more.”

      Jonathan continued to stare at the door. “This has to be the vault.”

      “And if Heziah is unable to open it, then the protections are greater than we can overcome. We always knew the job might not succeed.”

      Jonathan tore his gaze away from the door and looked at the others. Leland clenched his jaw. Jonathan tried to ignore the anger in the locksmith’s eyes, the disappointment in Elizabeth’s. He couldn’t tell what Heziah was feeling, but he had a suspicion that he was equally upset.

      “If they recover…”

      “I don’t know what else I can do,” Heziah said.

      They had successfully broken into the palace, gotten through barricades, and made it to the vault itself, but getting in was going to be beyond them. Yet Jonathan had always known that it might happen this way. He hated that it would be the case, though, and he hated that he would fail them.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, looking at each of them.

      Elizabeth averted her eyes. Leland stared blankly at the door. And Heziah still remained unreadable.

      Jonathan had known that the vault was going to be challenging, but he had expected that having a sorcerer with them—someone who could actively work against the enchantments—would be enough.

      “What sort of enchantments have you brought with you?” Jonathan asked Matthew.

      “I have a few, but I don’t know that they’re going to be able to do anything to make it into the vault.”

      “Can you try?”

      Matthew looked at him. “Come on, Jonathan. You’ve seen it’s not going to work.”

      “I haven’t seen anything. I think we can still do this.”

      “What if we can’t get in?”

      They would go back empty-handed. He would have to report to the benefactor—if he could ever figure out who that was—that he had failed. And he would have failed his team. All of them wanted something more, something that he hadn’t been able to provide for them.

      “You should have asked her for help,” Matthew whispered.

      Jonathan shook his head. “She wouldn’t have done anything.” Jayna wouldn’t have gotten involved in this. She had never wanted to be roped into his dealings.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “She took the job with Vileforn.”

      “Did you ever ask her why?” Matthew asked.

      “It was the best offer she had,” Jonathan whispered.

      Elizabeth watched him. “Are you talking about your sister?”

      He looked at her, Leland, and Heziah. He had failed them. They had risked themselves, all because of him. Because he had made a promise to them. Jonathan had convinced them that this job would work. He had to get them out of here. He couldn’t let them end up in prison.

      “We’re going to get you out of here. All of you. Then we can regroup. We can find other jobs.” Jonathan thought through what other jobs he might consider. Bartholomew might have some leads for him. None of them would be as profitable as breaking into Vileforn’s vault, but they might be safer.

      “But you promised,” Elizabeth said, not masking the hurt in her voice.

      Failure meant she would be stuck in her slums. Jonathan glanced over to Leland, the pain in his eyes obvious. Failure meant he would have to go back to working for the administration, breaking locks, spending day after day trying to find the funds to help his mother.

      Heziah’s eyes were still emotionless. How angry was he?

      “We can’t wait here any longer,” Jonathan said, even though he wanted to. He wanted to do something—anything—to try to find a way through this, but there wasn’t anything he could do.

      They reached the fallen form of the weren, smelling it as they neared. Jonathan glanced down at it, and it seemed almost as if the creature had moved, though he didn’t think that was possible.

      “He’s going to know that we came through here,” Matthew said.

      “He’ll know that someone was here, but he won’t know who it was.”

      “Don’t you think he’s going to do everything in his power to uncover who?”

      “Probably,” Jonathan said, which meant that he had to figure out a way to hide the fact that the others had been here.

      They reached the hall where the guards were still lying motionless. Heziah and Leland still hadn’t said anything. They had to be exhausted after exerting themselves as much as they had, and it seemed as if they’d spent everything within their power in order to accomplish it.

      Only, they hadn’t really accomplished anything.

      They reached the door and pushed it open into the main part of the palace. Jonathan paused, listening for sounds around him, but he didn’t hear anything that worried him.

      He turned to Matthew. “Lead them out of here. Elizabeth can use the facade as you get to the garden, and then beyond there.”

      Matthew frowned at him. “What are you doing?”

      “You’re right. Vileforn is going to know that something happened here. He doesn’t know anything about the rest of them, but we both know him. He’s going to keep pushing and pushing until he gets his answer, and…” Jonathan smiled. “I’m not going to let something happen to them. They got caught up in this because of me.”

      “Jonathan…”

      “Go. Make sure they get to safety.”

      Matthew grunted. “You better get out of here.”

      Jonathan grinned at him. It would be better to have Matthew with him, though if anyone could get the others out of this alive, it would be Matthew. They needed his help, and Jonathan could do this part himself.

      “Take these,” Matthew said, handing him a fistful of enchantments from his pocket.

      Jonathan took them. He didn’t know what they would do, only that Matthew often preferred various explosives rather than enchantments that added strength or speed, which were favored in other places. Matthew always viewed those as slowing him down.

      “Go,” Jonathan said.

      They left him and headed toward the stairs, eventually disappearing into the darkness. And then he turned back toward the vault.
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      Once the rest of the crew was gone, Jonathan turned back to the unconscious guards, his mind racing through what he might be able to do. At this point, he wasn’t sure what he could do. None of his backup plans would be useful here because they were all predicated on the belief that he would be able to overpower the enchantments worked into the vault door. They’d had a sorcerer, after all, and Jonathan had expected that to be enough. But it hadn’t been.

      The door itself—and the enchantments—had been too much.

      Jonathan had rarely failed. He was the Dragon. His plans, and his teams, were what had made him so skilled and so feared over the years. But despite all his planning, they had not been enough. And they would fail.

      Surprisingly, that was partly because of his sister. Not that he would ever tell Jayna she was responsible for his failure, though he wondered how much she already knew. If Heziah was right and the sorcerers were able to feel what anyone else did—the influence of not only the facade but the enchantments they had used—then it might be that Jayna already knew they had come.

      It was why he had to stay.

      Someone had to take the fall for what happened, and he couldn’t run the risk of the others getting caught. Elizabeth was too young and innocent, and she deserved more than that. Leland had to do whatever he could for his mother. Heziah needed to know that there were people who cared enough to give him a second chance.

      Then there was Matthew. His oldest friend, who had hidden a secret his entire life—one that Jonathan had long suspected but never confirmed, which was part of the reason he was not about to let anything happen to Matthew.

      He stood in the hall and looked down at the guards. Heziah had used enough power to knock them out so that they still didn’t move.

      Jonathan pulled the different enchantments Matthew had given him out of his pocket, running them through his fingers as he felt for their various utilities. If he could figure out their purposes, they might be helpful to him.

      Each of these enchantments was a distinct shape. Many of them were made out of stone, though some were metal or wood, and one felt like it was formed from dried dirt. Enchantments often had symbols on them, though not always. And depending on how they were designed, some type of power would explode from them that could benefit him in some way. They reminded him of the markers his benefactor had given him.

      The strange wooden markers were a bit different than Matthew’s enchantments, though. The writing was the main thing that separated those from the enchantments. The wooden markers were almost more like what they had seen on the door.

      The door.

      The markers had seemed like enchantments to him.

      No.

      He raced back to the vault door. He didn’t know if he was even thinking of it right, but it seemed too much of a coincidence.

      When he reached the vault door and the pale glowing light, there was still some residual energy in the door from when Heziah and Leland had tried to force it open. The outline of the writing shimmered, and circular voids were spaced around the door itself. Jonathan shoved the enchantments back into his pocket before pulling out the markers.

      He held them up. They were the right size. They fit the small circular openings in the door, as if they had been carved specifically for that purpose.

      Could they have been?

      He had to find out.

      He pressed one marker toward the void of magic in the door, and nothing happened. Jonathan tried another spot, then another, and each time that he tried, he felt resistance to being able to press the marker up to the door. When he reached the fourth one, he was starting to think he had been wrong, when the marker suddenly adhered to the door. It was like a magnet had pulled at him and sucked it in, with a surge of color swirling around it.

      Jonathan’s breath caught. He looked over his shoulder, back down the hallway. If only Matthew and the rest of the crew were still there. He turned back to the door, then tried another marker. He searched the various voids on the door until he found the one that worked. When it was sucked into the door again, he started to tremble.

      Why would that work?

      The benefactor. His benefactor knew about the magic that was needed to get into the vault.

      Jonathan sorted through the markers, picking one after another, holding each up to the door until all five were sealed into it. Then he stood back.

      The light of the door began to shift and shimmer, energy swirling along its surface. A line connected one marker to another, eventually forming an intersecting star of crisscrossing power. That power continued to build and flow, and then a low rumble emanated from the door.

      The door slid back and folded in, revealing a massive chamber on the other side. Light reflected into it.

      The vault.

      Jonathan stood at the door as he stared and debated what he needed to do. What he really wanted was to go back for the others, but he was here, and he didn’t know how much longer he would have. First, he had to get what he had come for—to find the item that the benefactor wanted. Only then could he go after anything else.

      Jonathan stepped into the vault, and though it was mostly dark, a lantern set in the middle gave off enough of a glow to illuminate everything inside. He peered around, everything within him quivering.

      It seemed impossible that he was here. As he looked around the vault, he saw dozens upon dozens of trunks much like the ones he’d seen taken out of the city. All of that would be gold, enough that they would never have to worry again. But he couldn’t carry that much. There were other things here, though. That was what he had to take advantage of. At least until he figured out how to take what he needed and get back safely to the rest of his team.

      He swept his gaze around the vault for the crystal. That was what he had come for. A glowing orb on one wall looked like a full moon. He smiled at it and then turned away, focusing instead on finding the crystal.

      There was no sign of it.

      He walked around slowly and came across a triangular shape that looked familiar. This one was made of metal, with a circle around it. As he approached, it was slightly warm to the touch. Jonathan held his hand out, and he could feel something radiating from it, but then that disappeared.

      When he had been inside Vileforn’s warehouse, the crystal had been obvious. It had glowed with a green light, and the shape was unmistakable.

      There.

      He grabbed the crystal and stuffed it into his pocket. It was the second time he’d handled the crystal, only this time he felt a strange, tingling warmth that worked through him as if the object responded to his touch.

      There were other things here for him too. Not the gold, though. When he lifted one of the trunks, he felt how impossibly heavy it was.

      What he needed was an enchantment that would help him lift it, but without having Matthew and his particular connection to the enchantments, or even Heziah and his ability to modify the weight of items, Jonathan wasn’t going to be able to do much. Instead, he needed something of value that he could carry. He wasn’t going to leave empty-handed. He might have the crystal, but he was determined to take something else as well.

      Jewels of different colors rested in a bowl. They would be valuable—not as much as all the gold in the trunks, but still worthwhile. He stuffed his pockets full of jewels of deep blues and reds and pinks and greens. All of them were different shapes, with some circular or square or oblong. They would each be worth a fortune, and Vileforn kept them here in his vault. For what reason?

      Maybe there were other items Jonathan could carry out. He kept going back to one of the trunks of gold, but it would be too heavy. He wasn’t sure that he would have been able to carry them even if he had his full team.

      Jonathan opened different trunks to see if he could find anything else to take. One of them held more jewels, which he crammed into his pockets. Another was filled with diamonds, and he took those as well. His pockets were laden with wealth beyond his imagination, but he still turned toward those trunks of gold.

      He shook his head. The longer he lingered here, the more likely someone would catch him. The guards might wake up. Somebody might come by on patrol. The sorcerers might realize that magic had been used. He had to hurry.

      When he reached the vault door, he glanced at the markers he’d been given. There was a triangular shape on one of them, and it reminded him that he had seen something similar in the vault. Could the benefactor have been asking him to gather other items? When he’d first seen the symbol on each marker, Jonathan had thought these were merely ways to signal to him, but he had never considered that they would be telling him what he needed to take.

      Jonathan frowned and raced back to the triangular metal object. As he lifted it and stuck it in his pocket, he tried to ignore its warmth and strange, unpleasant slickness. He looked over the other markers, thinking of the full moon. Here he had thought it had been a signal for a time of when he needed to do the job, but what if that wasn’t it at all? What if it was merely a matter of telling him what he needed to gather? The full moon sphere. Jonathan put that in his pocket as well.

      He hurried back to the markers. He had three, so what were the other two?

      The bowl had held the jewels he had taken. Jonathan ran back inside the vault and grabbed the bowl, and he looked around for the figurine. What if it was a statue? If it was too large, he wouldn’t be able to take it with him.

      He scanned the inside of the vault, then felt a sense of pressure—magic. It continued to build and come toward him, sweeping along the length of the vault, building with a strange sort of vibrant intensity.

      A sorcerer.

      Jonathan had to leave quickly. He’d already filled his pockets with as much as he could safely take with him, and he’d been here too long.

      But he needed to find this other item.

      As he turned, he caught his foot on something on the ground. He looked down, worried it would be the statue he needed to take, but it was just part of a shelf. A statue about the size of his hand stood on that shelf, and it resembled the final marker symbol. He grabbed it, then quickly straightened when he realized he was no longer alone in the vault.

      A cloaked figure turned toward him.

      Jonathan’s heart hammered. Was it Jayna? If it was, he didn’t know what he could do or say to convince her to let him go. Perhaps nothing.

      But it was a different sorcerer.

      He thought about the names Heziah had said when he’d recognized their work on the enchantments in the hallway, but Jonathan couldn’t remember them well enough. He was too distracted by this new presence.

      “A thief? I would never have expected that anyone could even get in here. You must have purchased some significant enchantments. A shame you won’t get the opportunity to tell me where you acquired them.”

      Magic began to build, and Jonathan darted to the side just in time. Had he not, the explosion would have thrown him off his feet. As it was, the power still made his ears ring, and his head throbbed from the force. He circled around, trying to get away from the sorcerer, reaching for one of the enchantments he had brought. Maybe he could use it against them. Matthew would have certainly tried something like that.

      The man continued to turn toward him. “What have you decided to steal? Did you think you could steal Vileforn’s coin and prevent him from usurping the king?”

      Jonathan tipped his head and frowned. Was that what Vileforn had been doing? This was about usurping the king? Strange, if that was the case.

      “It will take more than you to remove the gold.” He grinned. “And to think the gold used to usurp the king was stolen from the very man himself.”

      Vileforn was nothing more than a thief, but Jonathan shouldn’t be surprised by that. The wealth he had accumulated over the years would’ve been impossible to acquire any other way. He was simply the kind of thief who had managed to hide it from everyone else. The kind of man who had afforded a vault to hide his wealth from the king’s reach.

      Had Jayna known?

      If she had, she wouldn’t have worked for Vileforn. She hated thieves.

      “Do you really think he can get away with it?” Jonathan said. “The king will know.”

      The sorcerer leaned toward him, and light bloomed in the room. It reflected off some of the artifacts, creating a blazing white light that glowed around everything. He sneered. “I know you. You’re the one they call the Dragon.” He let out a laugh. “The Dragon. As if any man could claim that title.”

      Jonathan ignored him and glanced toward the door. The sorcerer had positioned himself so that Jonathan couldn’t escape. He’d have to cross the vault, go through the sorcerer, then down the hallway.

      It wasn’t going to be easy, and he would have to do it before others arrived, including his sister. At least this one didn’t realize Jayna was his sister.

      Why would she have gone into the Society and revealed her family, though? She probably needed to conceal the information so that no one would know she was related to him. And she’d probably even gone by a different name.

      He couldn’t worry about that now. He had to focus on getting past this sorcerer. Matthew had given him a fistful of enchantments that hadn’t been used, and he knew Matthew had a predilection for explosive types. He reached past the jewels in his pocket and grabbed several enchantments. At one point he had studied the meanings of the various etchings that were carved onto the surface of enchantments. As he pulled them out of his pocket, the sorcerer watched him.

      He flicked one of the enchantments across the room. The sorcerer looked down, as if bored. The enchantment crackled, and an explosion came with a burst of light. Jonathan was blinded for a moment, but he tried to ignore it as he raced toward the door.

      Magic built again, the tension causing Jonathan’s arms to burn, and he feared staying here too long. He spun as the sorcerer turned toward him, holding his hands out and twisting them in a pattern. Power flowed from him.

      Jonathan had to make a choice. Go to the door, or—

      He sprinted toward the sorcerer and slammed into him, the suddenness of the attack startling the man. The sorcerer stumbled and tripped over his feet, falling on his backside. The burst of magic he had started to summon exploded into the ceiling.

      He wasn’t fast enough.

      Magic began to build again, though this time it came down the hall and toward him. He still had more of Matthew’s enchantments, but he was going to have to use them judiciously. He reached for a few more, wanting to be as prepared as possible with a handful of enchantments.

      He glanced behind him. The sorcerer who had attacked him in the vault had not yet gotten up. An idea formed in his head.

      He flicked another enchantment into the vault. When it exploded in another burst of bright light, Jonathan raced into the vault and found the man sprawled on the ground.

      He grabbed him, jerked him up, and thrust a knife into his back as a threat. “You’re going to help me out of here.” The man started to fight, but Jonathan shoved the knife deeper into his back. “Careful. You wouldn’t want this to go too deep. I don’t have much control over it, or the same sorcery you do. Besides, if you don’t help, I’m going to tell everyone that you were the reason I made it here, when I’m inevitably captured. How else could I have broken into a vault protected with such enchantments?”

      Jonathan forced him forward. The sorcerer stumbled, but Jonathan kept a tight fist wrapped around his jacket and the knife pressed against his back. When they stepped into the hallway, another shadowy figure bloomed with power that radiated toward them.

      Leaning toward the sorcerer, Jonathan dropped his voice to a whisper. “Block whatever he’s doing.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “I think I understand just fine.”

      Jonathan pushed him forward, but the man turned and spun with a flurry of power, then jammed his hands toward him. Jonathan braced himself and jumped to the side. He had miscalculated. He hadn’t expected the sorcerer to fight. Most of them were cowards.

      He had avoided the blast, but now he had two sorcerers to deal with. His only hope was to use the remaining enchantments Matthew had given him.

      He tossed one toward them. One of the sorcerers glanced down at the enchantment. As the object started to emit its magic, the sorcerer traced a pattern above it, and then the enchantment sizzled. The power that was within it crackled and disappeared.

      Jonathan hurled another enchantment in their direction. He had to keep distracting them, even though he didn’t know if it would work. At this point, hope was all he had left.

      For all his planning and his forethought, he had not anticipated this. He gritted his teeth and threw the remaining enchantments. He needed them to explode, and he counted on Matthew having found the kind of enchantments he typically enjoyed using.

      Before the objects could burst, though, the sorcerers casually disarmed him.

      Jonathan scrambled to his feet and backed away. The sorcerers watched him, moving toward him carefully, slowly. They didn’t know how many more enchantments he might have. For all they knew, he had another fistful of them. If he could keep up that belief, it might be enough for him to escape, or at least delay them.

      Even delaying them would lead to his capture.

      Could he get them into the vault and close them inside? How could he draw them in?

      He hurried back and reached the door to the vault. As he grabbed it, he felt one of the markers he had placed in the door. They had always seemed suspiciously like enchantments. He didn’t know if they were, or if there was any power to them that could be used, but why not try?

      His fingers scraped against one of them as he pulled it free. Glancing down, he saw that it was the marker for the crystal. The second marker he’d been given by his benefactor.

      The two sorcerers continued to approach.

      How could he trigger this marker? With other enchantments, a person could squeeze them and get them to fire, but Jonathan didn’t know if this one was like that.

      What about the crystal? He had taken it because he had thought that was what his benefactor wanted from him. They had left this marker with the symbol of the crystal, but what if he tried to use that very object on it?

      As the sorcerers converged, Jonathan grabbed the crystal from his pocket and placed it against the marker, which began to glow. He flicked the marker toward them, and it went rolling toward the two sorcerers. Jonathan had no idea what would happen when it landed, but if nothing else it would be a distraction.

      One of the sorcerers held his hand down, and a circle of white light drifted out from it. “Do you really think another enchantment might—”

      The enchantment exploded before the sorcerer could finish. Power burst, tossing the sorcerers back and slamming them both into the walls.

      For a moment, Jonathan was too startled to process what had just happened. He forced himself into action, grabbing the other markers from the door, prying them free. He didn’t know if the door would start to close now that the markers were gone, but it stayed open. The fallen sorcerers didn’t move. As he ran past them, he kicked the nearest sorcerer, who grunted and moaned.

      Once he reached the hall that led out, he hesitated.

      An idea came to him.

      He didn’t have much time, but if it worked…

      He stuffed the markers into his pocket, including the one he just used, and dragged the sorcerers down the hallway. Despite his exhaustion and how heavy the men were, he needed to do this. He pulled the sorcerers into the vault and positioned them inside. He brought one of them over to the trunks and stuffed gold into the man’s pockets, a smile on Jonathan’s face as he did. He and his crew weren’t going to be able to have the gold for themselves, but he hoped he could keep them safe by making it look as if somebody else had gone after the treasure.

      Jonathan stepped out of the vault, but when he tried to close it, he couldn’t.

      The markers.

      Hurriedly, Jonathan grabbed them from his pocket, shoved them back into the door, and watched as the pattern began to form. But nothing changed. He could practically feel power humming within the door, but he didn’t know how to close it. Maybe the markers were only meant to open the vault.

      He tugged on the door, but soon began to feel something different. A tension built around him and raced along his skin, leaving him tingling with the familiar sensation.

      Another sorcerer.

      This person was different, though—even more powerful than usual. He had only felt something quite like that one other time, when Heziah had exploded power while trying to break into the vault.

      Jonathan backed up, glancing at the inside of the vault. Could he use this vault to protect himself? Or could he distract the sorcerer who was coming? He had no idea if something like that would even work, but he had to try something.

      Power continued to build. Jonathan stood ready to grab one of the other markers from the door when the figure appeared.

      And he understood why it felt like Heziah.

      Because it was.
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      Jonathan stared. Could Heziah have come back to help him?

      But that didn’t fit. If the crew had returned, Heziah wouldn’t be alone.

      Which meant that he had come on his own—to break into the vault.

      He strode toward Jonathan, a confidence in him that Jonathan had not seen before. There was an unfamiliar expression on his face, a determination in his stride that hadn’t been there. He was similar to the man Jonathan had recruited, but this was not the same person.

      “Heziah? Where are the others?”

      “I’ve taken care of them.” His gaze flickered toward the open vault. “You sent us away.”

      “I didn’t realize how to open it until I came back.”

      As Heziah continued to stride toward him, Jonathan reached into his pocket. He grabbed the markers, ready to use them if necessary. Jonathan hesitated at the feeling that something was off. “What are you doing?”

      “You engaged us all to perform this job, we do the job for you, and now you’ve gone off on your own?”

      “I haven’t gone off and done anything,” Jonathan said. “I tried to help the rest of the team.”

      Heziah laughed, the sound filled with familiar bitterness. There was that angry streak Jonathan knew.

      “Of course you have. The great Jonathan Aguelon can’t resist trying to help everyone, can you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you think you can fix everyone. Only, you can’t even fix yourself. Maybe before, you could. Maybe back when you were in your prime, before you were captured. When you were the Dragon.” He laughed again, a dark and resentful sound. “Or maybe not. It’s possible you could never have done anything.”

      Jonathan stared at him. “What’s this about?”

      “You wanted a sorcerer.” He spread his hands to the side, energy crackling from one to the other. “And I provided one.”

      Jonathan blinked. He’d been played.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Mostly because I wanted to see what you might know.” Heziah took another step toward him, and Jonathan shifted the markers in his hand, holding them carefully. He wouldn’t get many opportunities here. Jonathan didn’t want to have to fight his way past Heziah, but he might need to use some of his last enchantments.

      “How did you even know what I was planning?”

      “You weren’t subtle,” Heziah said. “You came looking for a sorcerer, and you didn’t check into my background.”

      Jonathan frowned. Bartholomew had helped, hadn’t he? He had dug for information on Jonathan’s behalf, searching for answers as to what Heziah might be doing outside the Society.

      He thought he had understood Heziah. Had he not?

      Jonathan frowned. “You set all of that up.”

      “It was easy enough. When it became obvious you were interested in finding out about poor old me, I knew just what I would have to do. With a little coin, anything is possible.” He glanced past Jonathan, looking into the vault. “As you have come to see.”

      “But you truly were exiled from the Society.”

      He smiled. “I was.”

      Jonathan had to make a move, but he needed to understand. “So you’re a part of Vileforn’s plan for the king.”

      Heziah snorted. “I don’t care what he intends for the king, but he was making preparations to move the contents of the vault, and I couldn’t have that happen without gathering what I wanted. Especially since you failed when I hired you the last time.”

      Everything within Jonathan went cold. “What was that?”

      Heziah laughed. “You never knew, did you? I hired you. Then you failed, which prompted him to increase the security of his vault. I had thought my chance lost, especially when I learned he started moving the contents of his vault, but then I heard you were out and looking for revenge. So I returned.”

      For a moment, he’d started to think that Heziah was his mysterious benefactor.

      “You just used me?”

      “You were convenient. I needed a way in, and I needed someone to deflect attention from the real prize.” He sneered at Jonathan. “I don’t care about the gold, but I do care about some of the relics he stored there. Those I very much care about.”

      He had gotten himself embroiled in something beyond his understanding.

      “Why?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “But… you’re a sorcerer.”

      Heziah snorted. “A pity that’s all you see and can understand.”

      Heziah regarded him. Jonathan’s arms tingled, his skin feeling tight and stretched and raw.

      “You could have just said your reason for wanting in. Why all this performance?”

      Heziah’s face darkened a moment. “You wouldn’t have included me had you known I’d hired you before. I had to keep you from learning, but I needed to be there this time. His collection has grown, you see. It’s even more valuable.”

      Jonathan snorted. “And you couldn’t get in on your own.”

      “As I said, he had it well protected. Even from me.”

      “Then what’s the real reason?”

      Heziah didn’t answer the question, though Jonathan had a sense of his power building. That sense lingered, a potent energy.

      “I’m not giving you anything until you answer,” Jonathan said.

      “Oh, I’m not asking. Besides, you will serve a different purpose. A dead thief in a vault will lead to questions, but they will be quickly resolved.” Heziah laughed. “Go on. See if you can’t come up with some way to get out of here. I can wait.”

      “What did you do to the others?”

      “Nothing. Yet. They believe they are merrily on their way back to the tavern. It will be easy enough for me to remove them.” He smiled. “Only, now that I know of their particular abilities, they will be quite useful. I will use them for my next project.”

      “You will not use them.”

      “Like you didn’t do the same?” Heziah snorted. “That’s all you’ve ever done, isn’t it? Use the people around you. No, you use them the same as anyone else. You took them for their abilities, and you drew them into your own personal battle.” He took another step toward Jonathan. “And lose them. Like you lost your woman.” He smiled. “How did that feel to lose even her to Vileforn?”

      Jonathan wouldn’t be baited by Heziah. That was what he wanted.

      But how would he get through this?

      Heziah was powerful. He’d seen it. He’d felt it.

      What he needed was something equally powerful.

      Something like the markers that had gotten him into the vault.

      Heziah wasn’t the benefactor. And he hadn’t been able to get into the vault. But the benefactor’s enchantments had made it so that Jonathan could get into the vault.

      He glanced down at one of markers—the full moon. He found the orb in his pocket and brought it together with the marker. The marker glowed. Could this work?

      Jonathan flipped it toward Heziah.

      When it landed on the ground, Heziah looked down at it. “Do you think I won’t know how to break these?”

      Jonathan wasn’t sure whether Heziah would be able to. He had seen Heziah do something similar when he’d destroyed the enchantments Jonathan had gathered for the tests, but he had to think this might work. There was no choice but to try.

      The enchantment bulged. It was the only way he could describe it. The marker created a swell of power that expanded outward, and then it began to collapse. Its power held Heziah, trapping him inside.

      As it did, Heziah held his hands out to either side of himself, and lightning streaked from hand to hand, then crackled within the orb. Heziah tipped his head to the side as he regarded Jonathan, before he turned his attention back to the power.

      “This is not like the other enchantments,” Heziah said.

      “Good,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah sent his energy through the orb, trying to break free, but he couldn’t.

      Jonathan had to find a way past him, the same way he had somehow gotten past the other sorcerers. He hadn’t planned on this. Then again, how could he have planned for any of it?

      Heziah had been part of his team. He had known the plan. He had known everything Jonathan might do. But he didn’t know about the benefactor. That gave Jonathan hope that he might be able to use more of these enchantments against him.

      The swell of power around Heziah also made it difficult for Jonathan to move, though he strained to do so. The magic trapped him in place as well, while Heziah struggled to break free of it.

      Heziah sneered. “The great Dragon. Not that he could control another team, when he couldn’t even protect his last one.” Everything went cold inside Jonathan. “You surprised me, though. I didn’t think you’d be able to assemble one that was skilled enough to very nearly make it into the vault.”

      “I did make it into the vault,” Jonathan said.

      Heziah smiled. “Nearly. Had you been more careful, you would’ve recognized the facade that you fought through.”

      Jonathan hesitated.

      What was he saying about a facade?

      “You still don’t see it?”

      “What?”

      “Your friend. Your mentor, I believe,” Heziah said with a bitter laugh. “He created the facade. When I saw his work, I knew he would be useful. I wonder if he ever imagined I would use it against you.”

      Heziah knew what had happened to Grayson?

      “Where is he?” Jonathan said through clenched teeth.

      Heziah laughed.

      “Where is he?”

      As Heziah resisted against the power holding him, the orb began to bulge outward. The shell still held Heziah, though. Though lightning crackled inside and bounced off the walls, it did nothing.

      Jonathan noticed a ring on one of Heziah’s hands that hadn’t been there before. The ring seemed to glow, and it had to be what was helping the sorcerer expand the shell around him. If Jonathan didn’t work quick enough, Heziah would find a way past the enchantment holding him. As much as he wanted to know about Grayson—and he did—he needed to take care of this.

      Heziah intended to use him, but maybe Jonathan could do the same with Heziah.

      Could Jonathan push the giant orb?

      He gave it a shove, and Heziah went rolling inside. Jonathan laughed softly to himself as he pushed on it again, barreling Heziah into the vault. He grabbed the enchantment from the ground, and once more placed all the markers into the door again. He had to find a way to close the vault.

      As he studied the door, he came across something he hadn’t noticed before. There was a collection of energy in the center of it where the enchantments seemed to crisscross. Jonathan pressed on it, and the door rumbled as it started to glide closed. A burst of magic came toward him from inside the vault, but the door closed before it reached him. He hurriedly pulled the markers from the door, stuffed them into his pocket, and ran. By the time he got to the entrance hall, he’d found no guards—not even the unconscious ones. Had one of the sorcerers moved them?

      He paused for a moment and looked out into the hall. He didn’t see anything, but that didn’t mean there was nothing. In fact, he was more concerned that there were sorcerers here than anything else. He knew there was still at least another one.

      He didn’t want to come across Jayna. Now that he had these enchantments, though, he did wonder if he might be able to dissuade her from following, but he had no interest in using them against her. Maybe she would understand what he was doing.

      Or probably not.

      He hurried toward the stairs and raced up them. Sounds echoed behind him, but he ignored them as he sprinted upward and rounded a landing, where he came face-to-face with guards.

      Jonathan started to reach for his knife before thinking better of it and grabbed one of the markers instead. He activated it with the correct item stuffed into his pocket, then tossed it to the ground. He backed away, uncertain what it might do.

      A concussive blast sent the guards flying.

      Although Jonathan didn’t know if the markers could be reused, he scooped it off the ground. Plus, they were certainly the key to the vault, and he wanted them for himself if nothing else.

      He rushed up the stairs into the main part of the palace, but the door to the front entryway was locked. He swore under his breath. Leland would’ve locked it behind them.

      One option could be to climb out a window, but the front of the palace didn’t have many, likely designed to be impenetrable. He could go up to a higher level, but that would only lead him closer to Vileforn.

      Maybe he could use an enchantment to get out. Where would he go, even if he escaped? Heziah knew everything about the crew. Where could they be safe?

      Thoughts for another time.

      The markers had worked on the vault, so it was possible that they might work here, but he didn’t know. Even if they did, he still had to get through the yard and through the maze, all without getting caught. They had used the entire team to get in, and he didn’t know if he would be able to escape without them.

      He felt a sense of magic from below him. His skin tightened; his hairs stood on end.

      The vault wouldn’t hold the sorcerers for much longer, he guessed.

      Jonathan tried different ways to trigger the front door, but he was running out of time. Eventually there would be more guards or sorcerers. Or Heziah.

      Almost on cue, an explosion of power thundered from some place deep below him.

      The vault was open.

      He leaned on the entry door, which was glowing and becoming warm, and a soft pressure was coming from behind it. Jonathan spun and reached for one of the markers as the door opened.

      Matthew stood framed in the doorway. “There you are,” he said, grinning. “We all came back for you. Well, all but Heziah. That bastard ran off after we got back to the tavern. I think he wanted a drink.”

      Jonathan shook his head. “No. He’s one of Vileforn’s sorcerers.” He looked past Matthew to see Leland and Elizabeth standing behind him. He wanted to smile, but he could feel the pull of magic behind them. They didn’t have much time. “We have to go. And we need to stay away from any place that Heziah might know about.”

      They stepped out into the courtyard, and Elizabeth put up a facade to shield them.

      Leland pulled the door closed and locked it again, breathing heavily as he did. When Jonathan looked over to him, he shrugged. “I’ve done more tonight than I have in a long time.”

      As they reached the maze, Matthew held up a hand. “I think I have a way to get through here quickly.” He tossed something ahead of him, and a path exploded in front of them. They raced through the opening Matthew had created, heading toward the gate.

      Matthew unsheathed his sword and swept through the swarming guards. He was a flurry of movement, twirling and slamming his sword into guard after guard, knocking them down without killing any of them. He worked quickly, rhythmically, almost in a pattern Jonathan could follow. It was like magic.

      “How can you move so quickly?” Elizabeth said.

      “Enchantments,” Jonathan answered, though he knew that wasn’t it. Matthew never used those types of enchantments.

      When all the guards were down, Matthew slipped his sword back into its sheath, then motioned for them to follow. They raced through the streets.

      “He’s going to know every place we’ve been,” Jonathan said.

      Matthew smiled tightly. “Every place we wanted him to know about.”

      “What are the two of you talking about?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jonathan shrugged. “Well, we might have a different place to go.”

      They veered off, heading toward the Raltan Tavern. When they reached it, they hurried inside and up the stairs into Matthew’s room. He closed the door, then pulled another enchantment out and pressed it up against the door.

      All of them panted as they paused to catch their breath.

      Finally, Matthew turned to Jonathan. “Well?”

      “I’m sorry,” Jonathan said. “I realized when we were down there that I couldn’t have you getting caught. I figured I would draw them away, take the blame, and—”

      “That’s not what we care about,” Matthew said. “You got into the vault?”

      Jonathan nodded. “I did.”

      Leland plopped into a chair and leaned forward, eyes wide. He rubbed a knuckle against the corner of his eyes, blinking for a moment. “The gold?”

      “It was there,” Jonathan said.

      Leland sat back and swept his gaze around the small room, which contained nothing more than a table, several chairs, and a hearth. It was the place Matthew and Jonathan had planned as a backup. They had kept it secret from the others.

      “Was,” the locksmith said.

      “It was too heavy for us to move.”

      Leland let out a heavy sigh. “All that for nothing.”

      Matthew patted him on the shoulder. “We will help your mother.”

      “How?” Leland looked up at him, then gestured to Elizabeth. “She wanted to get out of her part of the city. How can you help any of us?”

      Jonathan grinned and reached into his pockets. “With this.” He took all the jewels out and piled them on the table. Each scoop of his hands revealed more jewels. More diamonds. More wealth.

      Leland stared. “How much is that worth?”

      “Probably not as much as all the gold would have been, but this is still a considerable score. The largest I’ve ever had, actually.” And it was probably the better prize. They had known about the trunks of gold, but this was something else, and easier to transport. “We can sell these. Leland, you can use as much as you need to help your mother.” He looked over to Elizabeth. “And you can take what you need to get out of there.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes were transfixed, as if she were afraid to look away. “They’re so pretty.” Her voice was a whisper.

      Jonathan laughed. “Pretty. Valuable. Everything you wanted.”

      She looked up at him, tears welling in her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “I told you I would help.”

      “No. Thank you for believing in me. Not many have.”

      An uncomfortable silence fell around them, which Jonathan didn’t want to interrupt. He got to his feet. “I have a few less valuable items I’m going to secure in my room.” When the others glanced at him, he shrugged. “A few things that I think might offer us another measure of protection. I’m going to lock them in my room, and then we can celebrate. After that, we have to figure out what we will do about Heziah.”

      Jonathan reached the door, but Matthew grabbed his arm and leaned close. “He’s powerful, isn’t he?”

      “There’s a plan and a way for dealing with everyone. And everything.”

      Matthew nodded slowly.

      Jonathan stepped out of the room and closed the door, and he couldn’t help but feel as though Matthew placed another enchantment behind him to lock it once again. He headed down the hall, reached the room he had secured for himself, and used a ring—a different kind of enchantment—to open it. He pulled the remaining items out of his pocket and set them on the table. Then he took the markers out, situating them near each of the items he’d been asked to gather. He stared at them and noted that the markers were glowing softly, their energy giving off a hint of power.

      This wasn’t done. They had to deal with Heziah, of course, but he also had to handle his benefactor. Only then did he feel like they could be free. Except now that Heziah knew about them, he wasn’t sure they could truly be free.

      Still, did it matter? Jonathan was out of prison. He had a team. A good one, and they could work together. He would also have to figure out what Heziah had done with Grayson. Jonathan owed his mentor that.

      He took a deep breath and turned to leave, when he felt a tingling sensation along his arms. Jonathan rubbed them, and his skin felt tight.

      Power. Considerable magic.

      And it was coming straight toward him.
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      Jonathan reached for the door and started to pull it open. A burst of power exploded toward him, sending him backward. As he scrambled forward, he tried to reach for one of the markers on the table but didn’t get to them before the door swung open fully.

      A dark-robed sorcerer stood in front of him. He didn’t have any more enchantments, other than the markers that were out of reach, and he was exhausted. Why did he have to deal with this now?

      His mind struggled to come up with an answer, straining through various possibilities of what might work to get through this, but nothing came to him. The sorcerer glanced at the table as they strode into the room, as if knowing Jonathan’s thought.

      He would have to find another way past them. Maybe he’d have to lunge at the sorcerer. It had worked in the vault, so it could work a second time.

      The sorcerer looked toward the table again, and Jonathan hurled himself at them. When he crashed into the intruder, he heard a grunt, but he ignored it and crawled forward.

      Before he could turn to face them, a second figure rushed into his room. Jonathan’s heart hammered. Another sorcerer?

      But it was Matthew. His sword was unsheathed, and it glowed softly. Jonathan smiled to himself. Matthew wasn’t even bothering to conceal his power this time. Then again, there might not be any reason to hide it any longer. Matthew had never admitted that part of himself to Jonathan, but Jonathan hadn’t asked for him to do so, either. He had known Matthew long enough that he had suspected the truth about him. And he was sure Heziah had picked up on it too.

      With Matthew here, he had a real chance.

      “Thank you,” Jonathan whispered.

      Matthew nodded and faced the sorcerer. Jonathan hurriedly grabbed one of the markers, which still glowed. The heat within it spread a sense of warmth up his hand, his elbow, and then his shoulder. The enchantment was working against him.

      Jonathan tossed it to the ground. The sorcerer flicked their gaze down, the hood of the cloak coming forward even more. They pressed their hand out, and the glowing dissipated.

      That trick hadn’t even worked for Heziah.

      Jonathan grabbed the other markers and threw one after another. Each of them landed near the sorcerer, forming a circle around them. Each glowed before flickering out again.

      Finally, the sorcerer looked up at them.

      “Wish me luck,” Matthew said. He darted forward, his glowing sword plunging toward the sorcerer. And then he stopped, almost like he were frozen in the air, as if it had thickened around him and now held him in place.

      “Enough,” the sorcerer said.

      Not Heziah’s voice, but one Jonathan recognized.

      “Jayna?” Jonathan’s mouth went dry.

      She pulled the hood of her cloak back, and once again she had that hard tilt to her jaw he had seen when he’d first come across her after his release from prison. There was a flash of irritation in her eyes, a strength that had not been there before, and the strange red ring that seemed to glow on one hand.

      “I’m not going to let you take me, or any of us, back to Vileforn,” Jonathan said. “And I’m not letting you take the jewels. We need them.” He realized he sounded petulant, but he wasn’t going to let Jayna do that.

      She glowered at him. “You still haven’t learned, have you?”

      Jonathan glanced toward Matthew, who hadn’t moved but seemed to be straining against whatever was keeping him in place. How powerful was Jayna, to be able to hold Matthew that way?

      “Learned what?” he asked carefully.

      “I’m not here for you. Or the jewels, though I’m not surprised you decided to take something else. I’m here for them.” She nodded to the items on the table, the ones Jonathan had recovered for his benefactor.

      “Why does Vileforn even care about those?” he asked.

      Vileforn’s entire vault was filled with strange items, and these were just some of them. Jonathan thought the man would be more concerned about the jewels, the gold, or anything else of value, not these particular items.

      Jayna shook her head. “He doesn’t. I do.” She walked toward the table.

      Jonathan’s breath caught as understanding dawned on him. “You’re the benefactor.”

      She lifted the crystal and studied it. “I am.”

      His mind continued to work, but no answer came to him. The benefactor had been the reason he’d gotten out of prison. They had assigned him this task, and he’d been forced to work more quickly because of that. And the benefactor had known the key to opening the vault. They had been powerful.

      His sister was powerful.

      “Why?” he said.

      She kept her gaze fixed on the table. “Did you really think I didn’t care what had happened to you? Just because I don’t like what you do doesn’t mean I want something to happen to you.”

      “If you wanted me to do this, why not just ask?”

      It was the same thing he’d asked Heziah.

      Jayna sighed as she turned toward him. Her red hair pooled around the hood of her cloak. A hint of smoke trailed through the room as well, and though Jonathan tried to follow it, he didn’t find its source. “I couldn’t be seen as a part of this. Neither could the king.”

      He thought about his parole hearing and everything that had happened since then. He had never suspected that anything was connected to Jayna. Jonathan had just been given mysterious markers, like from the boy in the city, or the times when they had been slipped into his room. He had seen Jayna only in the streets. Times when somebody else might’ve been watching.

      “I couldn’t be seen involved,” she said simply. “And I needed to know if my suspicion was right. Turns out, it was.”

      “What suspicion? About Heziah?”

      She smiled tightly. “That one is… well, he’s more than he seems. When you pulled him into your team, I realized I had to add a few more layers to the vault.” She laughed. “Which meant a few more markers—and other surprises—for you. Where is he?”

      Had the weren been one of her other surprises?

      “I left him in the vault, but I don’t think that lasted.”

      She closed her eyes a moment. “Someone like him will go to ground for a while, and I’ll make sure we keep the pressure on him, but you’ll still need to be careful.”

      He almost told her that he was always careful, but that wasn’t true.

      He’d been caught in the middle of something far greater than him.

      But did it matter?

      He’d gotten what he wanted: revenge on Vileforn. Jonathan had gotten into his vault, stolen jewels from him, and even learned of his plan to attack the king. Vileforn would suffer.

      So why did he feel as if it didn’t matter?

      He furrowed his brow. “Why do you want them?” They had to be items of sorcery, otherwise Jayna would have no interest in them.

      She smiled tightly. “These will be used to prove exactly what Vileforn has been after.”

      “And I imagine they’re the same things that Heziah was after?”

      “Yes.”

      “What are they?”

      “Ancient items of power that do not belong here. And incredibly dangerous.” She was holding some form of magic, though Jonathan couldn’t tell what it was.

      “These have been part of his plot against the king?”

      Jayna looked down at the table. “Exactly. The king has faced far greater threats than someone like Vileforn. Do you think he’s normally concerned about one wealthy man who decided to hire mercenaries?”

      It was more than just the king knowing about Vileforn’s plan. Jayna was saying that she knew the king personally.

      “These are different, though. And now I have what I need to prove it, while also keeping them from someone who would use them for a far more dangerous reason than overthrowing the king.”

      “What would Heziah do with them?”

      Jayna inhaled deeply. “I will see to it that the king holds Vileforn accountable. And the king will reclaim the gold that’s been withheld from him. That alone will be punishment enough.” She grabbed the rest of the items and stuffed them into a pouch. “You did want Vileforn held accountable, didn’t you?”

      Isn’t that what he wanted? It was, but there was something else about this that bothered him. Would Carinna suffer because of it?

      That was something to worry about later. For now, he would deal with his sister.

      “You used me,” he said.

      “Don’t act like you have never done the same with others, including me.”

      Jonathan wanted to argue with her, to tell her that he had never and would never do that, but it wasn’t true. Hadn’t he even considered using her with this job?

      “All this time, I didn’t think you cared about my line of work, but you used me.”

      She regarded him for a long moment, the hardness flashing in her eyes. “Did you think I was going to let Vileforn get away with what he did to you? Vileforn wanted you to stay locked away because he feared his plan getting discovered. And I’m the reason you got out.” Her jaw was set in a firm, almost angry mask. “It took me a long time to position myself in such a way to help you. Which is exactly what I did. You may not care for what I am, but I am the reason you’re free.”

      Jonathan didn’t say anything. Jayna waved her hand, and whatever was holding Matthew relaxed. He turned toward her but slipped his sword back into his sheath. Jayna regarded Matthew as if knowing the truth about him—a truth that Jonathan only suspected—and then headed toward the door.

      “What about Heziah?” he asked.

      She stopped in her tracks. “By the time all of this is settled, Heziah will be held accountable.”

      “By the Society?”

      Jayna frowned. “Unfortunately, the Society won’t be able to handle him.”

      “Who will?” Jonathan asked, though he thought he already knew the answer.

      “Me.” She pulled the door open and turned to face him. “You may keep the jewels.”

      With that, she stepped into the hall and disappeared.

      Jonathan looked at the ground and saw that she had left the markers behind. He scooped them up and set them on the table.

      “She’s been behind all of this.” He looked over to Matthew. “She gave me the means of getting in.” He showed Matthew the markers and explained the enchantments in the door.

      Matthew shook his head and laughed.

      Jonathan crossed his arms. “What are you laughing about now?”

      “Oh, quite a few things. We pulled off the job. We’re now rich beyond anything we could ever have imagined. Elizabeth can stay out of the slums, and Leland can help his mother. And from what your sister said, it sounds like Heziah won’t bother us for a little while. But mostly I’m laughing because I want to know if you intend to tell Jayna.”

      Jonathan frowned. “What do you want me to tell her?”

      Matthew pulled open the door, poked his head into the hallway, then turned back to Jonathan. “You know, I used to tell you that your sister was the smart one of the family.”

      “She is. I couldn’t have done anything she did.”

      The planning involved in everything that had happened was beyond him, though he didn’t think she’d initially planned on Heziah. He’d added a wrinkle—and a dangerous one at that. But she’d done the same thing that he’d told the rest of the team to do and had prepared for possible failures.

      Matthew snorted, nodding to the markers. “But you set it all in motion. You’re the reason she got into the Academy in the first place. You paid her way through. When are you going to tell her that?”

      Jonathan focused on the markers. She had left them, almost as if there was something more he was meant to do with them. Was he to go back into the vault? After her comments about the king reclaiming his gold, he doubted that.

      When he looked up, he shook his head. “If it’s up to me, she will never know.”
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        * * *

      

      The Dragon Rogues return in The Scepter Heist.
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      An impossible heist was only the beginning.

      Having pulled off an impossible heist, Jonathan wants nothing more than to relax and take a few simple jobs as a distraction. But nothing is ever simple for the Dragon.

      When friends go missing, an old enemy returns, demanding Jonathan take a job even more dangerous than the last.

      If he refuses, new friends will suffer, but if he takes the job, Heziah may gain a power to overthrow the Society itself.
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        * * *

      

      Want to read Jayna’s story? Jonathan doesn’t appear, but a member of his team plays a part in The Dark Sorcerer.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Dragon Rogues. 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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